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Central Valley Concrete 
Snelling, California 

Robinson Ranch Reclamation Plan 
 
 
 
This Reclamation Plan is submitted in accordance with the requirements of the State 
of California “Surface Mining and Reclamation Act of 1975” (SMARA), Public 
Resources Code §2770 et seq., as amended and Merced County Ordinances 6.56 and 
18.43.  For purposes of this Act, the County of Merced is recognized as Lead Agency 
through the adoption of Ordinances 6.56 and 18.43. 
 
SMARA requires that all surface mining operations “reclaim” or rehabilitate affected 
lands to a usable condition upon termination of extraction activities and, as such, are 
required to have a Reclamation Plan approved by the Lead Agency. 
 
This Reclamation Plan is comprised of three sections. 
 

The Introduction summarizes the extraction operation. 
 

Section 1.0, the Environmental Setting, provides a description of the extraction 
operation’s environment. 
 
Section 2.0, the Reclamation Plan, describes proposed extraction methods and 
measures that will be implemented to reclaim the site, including objectives and 
schedules. 

 
Section 3.0, Conformance with Reclamation Standards, describes how the project 
will meet reclamation standards as defined in SMARA. 
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Introduction 
 
Much of Merced County's mineral wealth is due to its proximity to the east and west 
foothill areas. Sand and gravel extraction constitute the major portion of the County's 
activity, both in terms of quantity of material produced and the value of extracted 
resource. In 1986 the County's sand and gravel production was 1.2 million tons with a 
value of over 5 million dollars--excluding transportation and manufactured products” 
(Merced County General Plan Chapter 6 Section (A)(3c)). 
 
Sand and gravel operations will continue to have the greatest potential for commercial 
utilization in unincorporated areas. It is the most valuable mineral resource in the 
County… Increasing population will also increase demand for mineral resources, 
particularly sand and gravel; therefore, alternative sources other than existing active 
channel sources may be needed. (Merced County General Plan Chapter 6 Section 
(B)(4b)). 
 
The Robinson Ranch Sand Mine is a proposed sand extraction project located 
approximately five miles southwest of the community of Snelling within the 
unincorporated territory of Merced County (Figure 1.1-1).  The project site is located 
north of Youd Road, south of the Merced River, and east of and adjacent to Highway 
59.  The proposed project plans to extract sand from an upland terrace adjacent to the 
Merced River floodplain.  Sand will be mined from an approximate 42-acre area within 
a larger 321.1-acre ownership.  Access will be gained from an existing unnamed, 
private road along the southern project boundary on the east side of Highway 59. 
 
The goals of the project are to 1) extract sandy materials for use in construction 
projects within Merced County and 2) enable the landowner to better utilize his land 
for agriculture and cattle grazing.  The project will benefit both the construction and 
agricultural industries of Merced County.  In addition, this reclamation plan seeks to 
enhance resource value through reduced runoff, capturing runoff to recharge 
groundwater and/or reducing the “flashiness” of the current drainage.  Further, by 
bringing the soil matrix in more close proximity to the existing surface water level, the 
plantings are sustainable and consistent with the landowner’s plan for the property.  
No permanent surface depression is proposed as part of this project. 
 
Materials will be extracted using a bulldozer to loosen and stack materials.  A front 
end loader or excavator will then be used to feed a powerscreen.  Raw material and 
screened products will be loaded onto over the road trucks for delivery to the market.   
 
Following resource extraction, the site will be reclaimed to grassland for cattle grazing 
consistent with existing conditions.  Without this project, slopes within the project 
area could not be economically modified to make the land more usable.  Following 
completion of the project, the increased value and use of the land for agriculture and 
cattle grazing will provide an economic benefit to the community.  The operation will 
also serve to stabilize slopes which will help protect the Merced River.   
 
This Reclamation Plan (RP) is provided as part of the application for a Merced County 
Conditional Use Permit (CUP) to conduct surface mining. 
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1.0 Environmental Setting 
 

1.1 Project Location 
 
The Robinson Ranch Mine is located near the community of Snelling within the 
unincorporated territory of Merced County, just southeast of the Highway 59 Merced 
River crossing. The site can be accessed by turning east onto an existing private 
access road located off Highway 59 between Youd Road and the Highway 59 Merced 
River bridge (See Figures 1.1-2 and 1.1-3). 
 
1.2 Legal Description 
 
The Robinson Ranch Mine project property is described by the Merced County 
Assessor’s Office as Parcel Number:  
 
042-230-050 
 
The project area within this parcel is shown on Figure 1.1-3. 
 
A complete legal description of the project area is included in Attachment A. 
 
1.3 Land Use and Zoning 
 
The Robinson Ranch property is governed by the Merced County General Plan and the 
Merced County Zoning Ordinance. 
 
Chapter 6 of the Merced County General Plan identifies goals for the conservation of 
mineral resources: 
 
GOAL 2: Soil, water, mineral, energy, historical and air resources are properly 
managed. 
 
Objective 2. C.: Significant mineral resources are recognized and responsibly 
managed. 
 
14. Promote the orderly development of mineral resources while preserving local 
values for recreation, watershed, wildlife habitat, and agricultural uses. 
 
16. Reclamation of mining sites should occur along with extraction activities rather 
than after extraction has been completed. 
 
17. Reclamation should be achieved in a manner that will protect public safety and 
enable lands to be put to subsequent beneficial use. 
 
There are a variety of natural resources within the County, most commonly found in 
rural areas. The "Agricultural" and "Foothill Pasture" Land Use designations provide 
recognition of these various resource values” (Merced County General Plan Chapter 1 
Section 5f).   
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The entire project area is designated as Agricultural (A) under the Merced County 
General Plan.  The “A” designation allows surface mining with a CUP and RP.  The 
entire project property is zoned Exclusive Agricultural (A-2) under the Merced County 
Zoning Ordinance. Mining is allowed in the A-2 zone with a CUP and RP.  The A-2 
zone also allows accessory industrial uses in conformance with Chapter 18.47.010 of 
the Merced County Zoning Ordinance. 
 
All surrounding lands have the same general plan designation and zoning 
classification (See Figure 1.3-1).  The project area is not located within Williamson Act 
lands, prime agricultural land or the FEMA 100-year floodplain.  The agricultural 
value for the project area is identified as grazing land defined by the USDA-NRCS as 
land on which the existing vegetation is suited to the grazing of livestock.   
 
The slopes within the project area have been historically prone to erosion due to 
grazing.  Since the majority of the project area cannot be used for grazing, the land is 
vacant with varying degrees of disturbance at this time. The remainder of the property 
is used for grazing, various types of agriculture or is left as vacant land. 
 
Existing uses of surrounding lands include grazing land, various types of agriculture, 
vacant land, scattered residences, the Calaveras Materials Plant Site and Highway 59.  
The nearest residence is approximately 500 feet to the west of the project area across 
Highway 59.  Very low density scattered residences are located in the vicinity of the 
project of this agricultural area.  Approximately six residences are located within one 
mile of the project. 
  
Surrounding land uses to the north include vacant land, the Merced River and 
agriculture.  To the east, land uses include grazing land and agriculture.  Surrounding 
land uses to the south include grazing land, agriculture, Highway 59 and a house.  To 
the west, land uses include Highway 59, one residence, agriculture, the Merced River 
and the Calaveras Materials Plant Site. 
 
1.4 General Physiography 
 
The project site is located just south of the Merced River floodplain on the eastern side 
of the Great Valley Floor near the base of the Sierra Nevada Mountains.  The vicinity of 
the project site is characterized by flat land, rolling hills and agriculture.  The project 
area is not within the 100-year floodplain. 
 
Topography at the project site ranges from gently sloping terrain to steep hillside. 
Elevations within the project area range from 192 feet mean sea level to 254 feet mean 
sea level.  
 
1.5 Climate 
 
The climate in the vicinity of the project area is described as dry sub-humid with hot 
dry summers and cool moist winters.  In the area of the project site, winter 
temperatures average in the 50’s with summer highs reaching the upper 90’s.  More 
specifically, temperatures range from the mid 30’s to the upper 60’s from November 
through March; while they range from the mid 40’s to the high 90’s from April through 
October.  Rainfall in the area of the project site is typically about 13 inches per year.  
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Rainfall patterns vary from year to year, but in general, the rainy season in the region 
is November through April where rainfall averages between 1 and 2 inches per month.  
The warmer months (May through October) experience minimal rainfall. 
 
1.6 Geology 
 
General 
 
The subject site is located within the easternmost portion of the Great Valley Province.  
The Great Valley Province covers approximately 60% of Merced County and is 
characterized by the relatively flat-lying alluvial plain of the San Joaquin Valley.  This 
broad alluvial plain was formed by coalescing alluvial fans derived from the Coast 
Ranges and the Sierra Nevada and by the action of the San Joaquin River and its 
tributaries. Deposits on the western side of the valley include the Pleistocene Los 
Banos alluvium and Modesto Formation, the Pleistocene-Holocene San Luis Ranch 
alluvium, and the Holocene Patterson alluvium and Dos Palos alluvium.  The central 
part of the valley contains the Pleistocene Modesto Formation and the Holocene Post-
Modesto alluvium.  The eastern side of the valley contains, from oldest to youngest, 
the Eocene Ione Formation; the Oligocene-Miocene Valley Springs Formation; the 
Miocene-Pliocene Mehrten Formation; the Pliocene Laguna Formation; the Pliocene- 
Pleistocene North Merced Gravels; the Pleistocene Turlock Lake, Riverbank, and 
Modesto formations; and the Holocene Post-Modesto alluvium.   The alluvial deposits 
of the San Joaquin River support almost all of the current mining operations in 
Merced County and, historically, have supplied the majority of the county’s 
construction aggregate needs (DOC DMG 1999).   
 
The project area is situated on the eastern side of the Central Valley floor at the base 
of the Sierra Nevada Mountains.  The project area is located to the south of the Merced 
River Floodplain where geology is mapped as Post-Modesto alluvium and Riverbank 
Formation (DOC DMG 1999).  
 
The site is underlain by Pleistocene and Holocene age alluvial sediments deposited by 
the Merced River, which flows west out of the Sierra Nevada Mountains.  The alluvial 
deposits found onsite generally consist of moderately dense, well-graded, fine- to 
medium-grained sands. 
 
1.7 Surface and Groundwater 
 
Surface Water 
 
The project site is located within the Fahr Creek Hydrologic Area within the San 
Joaquin Valley Floor Hydrologic Unit of the San Joaquin Hydrologic Region.  The 
operational area is located south of the Merced River near the Highway 59 Bridge and 
is outside of the 100-year floodplain (See Figure 1.7-1).  100-year floodplain elevations 
adjacent to the project area range from 187 to 191 feet mean sea level (DWR 2000 – 
See Attachment D).  The Merced River flows out of the Sierra Nevada Mountains to the 
east of the site, runs east/southeast through the San Joaquin Valley until its 
confluence with the San Joaquin River.  Surface runoff from the project area flows 
toward the Merced River.  The Fahr Creek Hydrologic Area encompasses 
approximately 13,500 acres.  The major tributaries to the Merced River are North Fork 
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Merced River, South Fork Merced River, Cotton Creek, Dry Creek, Blacks Creek, 
Sherlock Creek, Yosemite Creek and Tenaya Creek. 
 
Groundwater 
 
The project area lies within the Merced Subbasin of the San Joaquin Valley 
Groundwater Basin.  The San Joaquin Valley Groundwater Basin contains 491,000 
acres.  The Merced subbasin includes lands south of the Merced River between the 
San Joaquin River on the west and the crystalline basement rock of the Sierra Nevada 
foothills on the east. The subbasin boundary on the south stretches westerly along the 
Madera-Merced County line (Chowchilla River) and then generally west along the 
boundaries of various water districts to the San Joaquin River. 
 
On average, the subbasin water level has declined nearly 30 feet from 1970 through 
2000. Water level declines have been more severe in the eastern portion of the 
subbasin which includes the project area (DWR 1995). 
 
Groundwater is not expected to be encountered during this project. Drainage from the 
property is a source of natural recharge that flows toward the Merced River to the 
north of the project area.    There are no known springs in the project area. 
 
1.8 Soils 
 
Nine soil series are reported as occurring in the project area (USDA NRCS 1962) 
including: Riverwash (Rf), Terrace escarpments (Tg), Delhi sand 8 to 15 percent slopes 
(DfC), Delhi sand 3 to 8 percent slopes (DfB), Delhi sand 0 to 3 percent slopes (DfA), 
Delhi loam sand 0 to 3 percent slopes (DdA), Peters clay 8 to 15 percent slopes (PnC), 
Whitney fine sandy loam 15 to 30 percent slopes eroded (WhD2), and Snelling sandy 
loam 8 to 15 percent slopes eroded (SnC2).  See Figure 1.8-1. 
 
Riverwash (Rf) 
These miscellaneous areas are in active stream channels, on floodplains, and adjacent 
to drainage ways. Riverwash occurs on 0 to 5 percent slopes at elevations of 
approximately 200 to 1,500 feet with slow runoff and rapid permeability. Vegetation 
consists of occasional willows, water grasses, and some brush.  Riverwash consists of 
erratically stratified layers of water-deposited sand, gravel, stones, and cobbles. The 
organic matter content varies from stratum to stratum but is commonly low.  It is 
almost devoid of vegetation and has no agricultural use.  Riverwash is used as a 
source of sand and gravel. 
 
Terrace escarpments (Tg) 
 
Terrace escarpments typically consist of very steep, excessively drained soils located 
along streams and rivers.  Soils have moderate organic matter and are unsuited to 
cultivated crops and to pasture and hay because of the slope.  Terrace escarpment 
soils are excessively drained with low to moderate runoff and rapid permeability. 
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Delhi sand (DfA, DfB, DfC, DdA) 
 
The Delhi series consists of very deep, somewhat excessively drained soils with 
negligible to slow runoff and rapid permeability. Delhi soils are on 0 to 15 percent 
slopes at elevations of 25 to 1,400 feet. They formed in wind modified alluvium derived 
from granitic rock sources on floodplains, alluvial fans and terraces. Principal native 
plants are buckwheat and a few shrubs and trees. Typical vegetation is annual grasses 
and forbs. 
 
Peters clay 8 to 15 percent slopes 
 
The Peters series consists of shallow, well drained soils that formed in material 
weathered from weakly to moderately consolidated basic andesitic tuffaceous 
sediments. Peters soils occur on nearly level to steep hills. Soils are well drained with 
very slow to medium runoff and slow permeability.  Peters soils are used for rangeland 
and dry-farmed grain. Most areas are used for rangeland and have a cover of annual 
grasses and forbs such as soft chess, ripgut brome, filaree, bur clover, wild oats and 
medusa head. 
 
Whitney fine sandy loam 15 to 30 percent slopes eroded 
 
The Whitney series consists of well drained (minimal) Noncalcic Brown soils on 
undulating to hilly topography under annual grass-herb vegetation. The Whitney soils 
occur at elevations usually below 500 feet in a dry sub-humid climate.  Generally 
drainage is good with slow to medium surface runoff and moderate to moderately 
rapid permeability.  The Whitney soils are used extensively for dry-farmed grains. 
Where not cultivated, use is mainly for range pasture. Vegetation typically consists of 
annual grasses and associated herbaceous plants. 
 
Snelling sandy loam 8 to 15 percent slopes eroded 
 
The Snelling series consists of very deep, well drained soils formed in moderately 
coarse textured alluvium high in coarse sand and derived from granite and similar 
kinds of rock. Snelling soils are nearly level to moderately steep and are on terraces at 
elevations of 150 to 2,000 feet with slopes of 0 to 15 percent.  These soils are well 
drained with slow to rapid runoff and moderately slow permeability. Snelling soils are 
used for growing irrigated grapes, orchard fruits, and non-irrigated grain and pasture. 
Vegetation on uncultivated areas is annual grasses and forbs. 
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1.9 Biological Resources 
 

Existing Plant Communities and Habitats 
 
The project area is characterized as an elevated terrace, south of and above the 
floodplain of the Merced River.  The terrace ends in a steep slope that grades down to 
the floodplain.  Project area vegetation can be characterized as ruderal, non-native 
annual grassland (See Figure 1.9-1).  No sensitive habitat types were identified within 
the project area.  Sensitive plant species observed onsite include scattered Valley Oak 
trees and San Joaquin Valley Elderberry bushes.  Other plant species identified onsite 
include: wild oats, rip-gut brome, rush, and clover. 
 
No federal or state endangered or threatened plant species were observed onsite 
during the site visits.  Please refer to Attachment B, Biological Resource Assessment, 
and Attachment C, Assessment of Potential Sensitive Biological Resources for a full 
description of existing plant communities and habitats. 
 
Existing Wildlife 
 
Three special status wildlife species were observed onsite.  Special status species 
observed onsite include: San Joaquin Pocket Mouse, Cooper’s Hawk, and White-tailed 
Kite (observed flying over Merced River adjacent to project site).  Other wildlife species 
observed onsite include: California Ground Squirrel, Cottontail Rabbit, American 
Crow, Western Bluebird, and California Quail. 
 
Additional surveys were completed for several species at the request of the California 
Department of Fish and Game and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  No federal or 
state endangered or threatened wildlife species were observed onsite during the site 
visits.  Please refer to Attachment B, Biological Resource Assessment, and Attachment 
C, Assessment of Potential Sensitive Biological Resources for a full description. 
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2.0 Reclamation Plan 
 
2.1 Owner/Operator/Agent 

 
Applicant 
 
Central Valley Concrete 
P.O. Box 1071 
Merced, CA 95341 
(209) 723-8846 
 
Name of Mineral Property 
 
Robinson Ranch 
 
Property and Mineral Rights Ownership 
 
Chris Robinson 
 
Operator 
 
Central Valley Concrete 
P.O. Box 1071 
Merced, CA 95341 
(209) 723-8846 
 
Agent 
 
Desmond Johnston - Planner, AICP 
Santa Fe Land Planning 
505 West 20th Street, Suite 3 
Merced, CA 95340  
Phone (209) 726-3891, Fax (209) 726-3892  
 
2.2 Operations Data 
 
Mineral Commodity 
 
Sand 
 
Starting Date of Operations 
 
2009 
 
Estimated Life of Operation 
 
Until depletion, operations expected to last until December 31, 2019 or longer 
dependent upon market demand 
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Estimated Annual Production 
 
Approximately 220,000 cubic yards per year 
 
Total Anticipated Production 
 
Approximately 2.2 million cubic yards 
 
2.3 Operational Characteristics 
 
The project is planned as a sand extraction operation for construction aggregate 
purposes.  Extraction activities will extend to approximately 42 acres as shown on 
Figure 2.3-1.  The project area is located in the upland terrace adjacent to the Merced 
River floodplain.  Elevations for the 100-year floodplain adjacent to the project area 
range from 187 feet mean sea level at the northwest corner of the project area to 188.8 
feet mean sea level at the northeast corner (DWR 2000). As part of stormwater and 
erosion control BMPs, silt fencing will be installed along the northwest project 
boundary adjacent to the Merced River floodplain. 
  
The project is designed to remove all materials from the upland areas of the site.  This 
will result in a broad, nearly level pad with cut slopes along the eastern perimeter of 
the project area.  Resultant slopes will be trimmed to the final gradient and will closely 
resemble existing slopes that border the river on the southeast (north of the project).  
No permanent surface depression is proposed as part of this project.  As part of the 
final reclamation process, the pad created by the project will be finish graded to 
provide positive drainage toward the Merced River. 
 
The project will be completed in two phases over a 10-year period.  Materials will be 
extracted using bulldozers, front end wheel loaders, excavators or other loading 
equipment.  Raw material will be screened to remove minimal amounts of organics.  If 
feasible, screened organics will be used in the reclamation process.   Screened 
aggregate will be stockpiled or loaded directly into over-the-road haul trucks.  Raw 
material may also be stockpiled or loaded directly into over-the-road haul trucks using 
front end loaders.  Material stockpiles will be placed in proximity to the screening 
equipment by front end loaders or other loading equipment.  Stockpiled sand will then 
be loaded onto over-the-road haul trucks using front end loaders.  Trucks will leave 
the site via the existing road along the southern project boundary.  A 3-foot earthen 
berm will be constructed at the top of all cut slopes for safety purposes.  The existing 
road will remain following completion of the operations to allow continued historical 
access to the property.   The perimeter of the site that is contiguous with the terrace is 
expected to be extracted to approximately 3H:1V overall slopes with a maximum 60-
foot cut.  At the conclusion of the project, maximum overall slope gradients will not 
exceed 3H:1V. 
 
Topsoil and Overburden Placement 
Prior to extraction activities, all trash and miscellaneous debris will be collected and 
hauled to an appropriate waste disposal facility.  Existing vegetation will be removed 
prior to ground disturbance.  Vegetation will be scraped off using a bulldozer or front 
end loader and placed in a stockpile.  Cleared vegetation will be chipped, stockpiled 
and used for erosion control purposes.

 17 





Date: December 2008
Aerial: 2008, Aeral Photomapping

Figure 2.3-2
Robinson
Ranch Mine
Project
Overview

0 150 300
Feet
/

Mine Plan
Mine Phase Split
Revegetation Strip
Exclusion Fencing
Settling Basin
Straw Wattles
Positive Drainage
Onsite Haul Road

Note: Mine plan and project area
shown on this map are
approximate and intended for
reference purposes only.

Cres
t

Toe

3:1
 Slop

e

Entry/Exit

Haul
 Road

£¤59

Screening
Area

Note: Screening area will
move around the site to
remain in proximity to
current extraction activities

Actual location of onsite haul
road will vary depending on
extraction progress

Phase 1

Phase 2

Topsoil
Stockpile

Revegetation
Strip

19

1 inch equals 300 feet



Topsoil is not evenly distributed throughout the site.  Minimal amounts of topsoil are 
expected within the lower elevations of the site and previously disturbed areas.  The 
majority of topsoil is found on top of the terrace along the eastern project boundary.  
Where available, 6” of topsoil will be stripped prior to extraction and stockpiled for use 
in reclamation.  These stockpiles will be revegetated with the erosion control mix (See 
Table 1) during the project to maintain microorganisms and for erosion control.  
Alternatively, topsoil stockpiles may be covered for erosion control purposes.   
 
Stockpiled topsoil will be signed appropriately and will stay in place until all mining 
activities are complete.  Topsoil used for the revegetation strip will be obtained from 
the Phase 1 Mining area.  Topsoil used in Phase 1 Reclamation will be obtained from 
the Phase 2 Mining area.  When possible, topsoil will be applied directly to areas to be 
reclaimed.  Stockpiled topsoil will be used in Phase 2 Reclamation. 
 
If practicable, screened organics that could serve as a viable growth medium will be 
stockpiled and revegetated with the erosion control mix or covered during the project 
prior to use in reclamation.   
 
There will be no waste fines as a result of this project.  All material extracted from this 
project will be removed from the site using over-the-road haul trucks or used for 
reclamation purposes. 
  
Extraction 
 
Extraction will occur following removal of vegetation and topsoil.  Materials will be 
extracted using bulldozers, front end loaders, excavators, or other loading equipment.  
As extraction progresses, the project floor elevation will be brought to within no less 
than one vertical foot of the 100-year floodplain along the northwest project boundary.  
During the life of the project, the project floor will be sloped away from the Merced 
River toward a sedimentation basin located near the center of the project area (See 
Figure 2.3-2).  Finish grading will involve sloping the project floor at 1-2% gradient 
from the base of the cut slope toward the floodplain in a direction roughly parallel to 
Highway 59.  There will be no surface depressions onsite following completion of the 
project. 
 
Due to the nature of the material found onsite, front end loaders and bulldozers are 
the only equipment necessary to extract the resource. Front end loaders will stockpile 
material or load the material directly into the powerscreen. Raw material may also be 
loaded onto over-the-road haul trucks for transportation offsite.  Bulldozers may be 
used to assist loader operations and also to shape and trim final slopes.  An excavator 
may also be used for sand extraction. 
 
Phasing 
 
The first phase will consist of approximately 20 acres within the eastern “half” of the 
project area.  This phase is anticipated to last 3 years.  The first phase will bring 
slopes within the eastern “half” near or to final grade (See Figures 2.3-1 and 2.3-2).  
The maximum cut during the first phase is anticipated to be approximately 50 feet. 
 

 20 



An area approximately 30’ wide and 1600’ long (revegetation strip) along the northwest 
project boundary will be planted with the grassland mix, oaks and cottonwoods (See 
Figure 2.3-2).  This area will be brought to final grade as soon as possible during the 
project to allow for planting of grasses, oaks and cottonwoods.  The revegetation strip 
area is expected to be brought to final grade within the first year of operations and 
planted at the next appropriate time of year (See Section 2.10). 
 
The second phase will consist of approximately 22 acres within the western “half” of 
the project area.  This phase is anticipated to last 7 years.  Following completion of 
Phase 2, all slopes will be at or near final grade (See Figures 2.3-1 and 2.3-2).  Finish 
grading will outslope the project floor toward the Merced River at a 1-2% gradient 
roughly parallel to Highway 59.  Final reclamation of the site will begin after Phase 2 
(See Section 2.10). The maximum cut during Phase 2 is anticipated to be about 60 
feet. 
 
Processing 
 
The only processing associated with this project will be screening of sand to remove 
organics.  As the project progresses, the screen, if needed, will be relocated to remain 
in proximity to extractive operations. 
 
The portable equipment, if needed, will consist of one powerscreen.  Extracted sand 
will be loaded directly into the powerscreen with a front end loader.    Screening will 
remove organics from raw material resulting in a clean sand product.  Organics and 
sand will be stockpiled by the powerscreen or loading equipment. 
 
Stockpiled sand and raw material will be loaded onto over-the-road haul trucks using 
front end loaders for delivery to independent purchasers, large contractors, and 
construction aggregate companies. 
 
A fleet of approximately 15-20 trucks will generally haul product from the project 
during any given day, with the same trucks returning to the project site numerous 
times throughout the day.  In total, truck trips on an average sales day are anticipated 
to include 43 trips in and 43 trips out.  Other project-related traffic will include 
employee vehicles (4 trips per day) and occasional delivery trucks (probably less than 
one truck per day) bringing necessary materials to the site (See Section 2.9). 
 
All truckers will be advised of the location of the residence across the street and 
instructed to reduce all noise levels as much as possible.  There will be no jake 
braking by trucks entering or exiting the site.  Signs will be posted stating speed 
limits, no jake braking and to reduce noise levels as much as possible. 
 
2.4 Extraction Waste 
 
No waste fines are expected as a result of this project.  Minimal amounts of organics 
may be found within extracted sand.  These organics will be screened from usable 
sand using the powerscreen, and if practicable, stockpiled for use in reclamation.  
Domestic refuse will be collected in approved trash bins and hauled to the nearest 
approved landfill for disposal.  Equipment will be serviced on a daily basis by a mobile 
service truck.  No toxic or hazardous substances will be in use at the site. 
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2.5 Operational Water 
 
The landowner’s existing well will provide operational water for the project.  The 
existing well will remain following completion of the project for use by the property 
owner.   
 
A water truck will water material stockpiles and other unpaved areas periodically 
throughout the day for dust suppression purposes.  Other water requirements include 
surface watering of outgoing loads and water used during the screening process.  
Water used during the screening process will be for dust control measures; the sand 
will not be washed as part of the project. 
 
2.6 Stormwater and Erosion Control 
 
During extraction operations, there will be no runoff from the project area.  Following 
successful reclamation of the site, no runoff control will be necessary.  Erosion and 
sedimentation will not exceed existing conditions. 
 
Runoff from surrounding lands is controlled by two existing drainage ditches that are 
outside the project area: 1) the drainage ditch running roughly north-south along the 
eastern edge of the Phase 1 mining area boundary and 2) the drainage ditch running 
southwest along the access road on the eastern edge of the Phase 2 mining area.  This 
ditch connects to the Caltrans ditch along the western project boundary which directs 
runoff away from the project area. The mine operator will not be responsible for 
maintaining the Caltrans ditch.  
 
Previous mining projects along the Merced River have created surface depressions and 
left a berm between the mining area and the river.  In some cases, this resulted in the 
river breaching the berm and capturing the extraction area.  Water in these captured 
areas is warmer than water in the Merced River creating suitable habitat for bass.  
Bass is a natural predator of salmon smolts in the Merced River.  Local agencies have 
expressed concern over the creation of these pit areas adjacent to the river due to the 
effect on river morphology and the predation of salmon smolts by bass. 
 
The Robinson Ranch project does not propose creating a surface depression or placing 
a berm between the river and the project area.  During the life of the project, the pad 
area will be sloped away from the Merced River toward a sedimentation basin located 
near the center of the project area.  The sedimentation basin will be needed to capture 
minimal amounts of runoff from within the project area and water directed down the 
slope from the drainage ditch running roughly north-south along the eastern edge of 
the Phase 1 Mining area.  Water will be directed down the slope in a corrugated metal 
culvert that is directed toward the sedimentation basin.  As a result, drainage 
originating onsite will be contained within the project area where it percolates into the 
water table leaving behind any sediment.  Since there will be no permanent depression 
created by extraction, this project does not propose installing a berm between the 
extraction area and the Merced River. The silt fencing or straw wattles to be installed 
along the northwest project boundary will be removed as part of the final reclamation 
process.  As part of final reclamation, the sedimentation basin will be filled and the 
pad area will be sloped toward the Merced River floodplain at a 1-2% gradient roughly 
parallel to Highway 59. 
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During extractive operations, stormwater and erosion control measures will include: 
 

 Silt fencing will be installed along the northwest project boundary adjacent to 
the Merced River floodplain 

 A 30’ wide revegetation strip along the northwest project boundary bordering 
the Merced River floodplain will be planted with the grassland mix, oaks and 
cottonwoods 

 If determined to be necessary, straw mulch or wood chippings from cleared 
vegetation will be applied to cut slopes (based on Soil Surface Status: see below) 

 If determined to be necessary, straw wattles will be installed on cut slopes at 
20-foot vertical intervals (based on Soil Surface Status) 

 Seeding with the erosion control mix (Table 1) and grassland mix (Table 2) at 
the appropriate time of year 

 Use of settling basin to capture runoff 
 
Following the completion of extraction operations, erosion control measures will 
include: 
 

 Maintaining erosion control measures implemented on cut slopes during the life 
of the project 

 Planting the grassland mix (Table 2) at the appropriate time of year 
 
A 3-foot earthen berm will be constructed at the top of all cut slopes for safety 
purposes. 
 
Proposed slopes within the project area will not exceed an overall slope gradient of 
3H:1V.  In addition, erosion control will be in the form of slope stabilization through 
revegetation and the measures described above. 
 
The following Qualitative Descriptors of Soil Surface Status shall apply: 
 
Class 1: No soil loss or erosion; topsoil layer intact; well-dispersed accumulation of 
litter from past year's growth plus smaller amounts of older litter. 
 

NO ACTION NECESSARY 
 
Class 2: Soil movement slight and difficult to recognize; small deposits of soil in form 
of fans or cones at end of small gullies or fills, or as accumulations back of plant 
crowns or behind litter; litter not well dispersed or no accumulation from past year's 
growth. 
 

ACTION: Monitor to see if any further deterioration and action is required. 
 
Class 3: Soil movement or loss more noticeable; topsoil loss evident, with some plants 
on pedestals or in hummocks; rill marks evident, poorly dispersed litter and bare 
spots not protected by litter. 
 

ACTION: Any rills or gullies in excess of 8 square inches in cross sectional area 
and more than 10 linear feet located on finished slopes shall be arrested using 
wood chippings, straw mulch or hay bales 
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Class 4: Soil movement and loss readily recognizable; topsoil remnants with vertical 
sides and exposed plant roots; roots frequently exposed; litter in relatively small 
amounts and washed into erosion protected patches.  
 

ACTION: Replant and cover with straw mulch or wood chippings and install silt 
fences or straw wattles. If necessary, regrade and compact with equipment. 

 
2.7 Equipment Maintenance 
 
A mobile fuel and lubrication truck will be used to service vehicles onsite.  The 
fuel/lube truck can carry a limited amount of petroleum products, is equipped with 
automatic shutoff valves to prevent spills, and also carries appropriate absorbent 
materials to contain and recover spillage.  There will be no onsite storage of hazardous 
materials or petroleum products. 
 
No fuel will be stored onsite.  Materials needed for off-road equipment, including diesel 
fuel and gasoline, will be transported to the site by trucks.  Supply trucks will service 
onsite equipment and then leave the site. 
 
2.8 Site Security and Fencing 
 
The mine and processing areas are located on private property.  Much of the site is 
currently fenced and gated.  Where needed to ensure security and limited access, 
fencing will be extended to the portions of the site that are not currently fenced.  This 
fencing will be maintained through the project.  “No Trespassing” signs will be posted 
along Highway 59 to ensure public awareness. 
 
2.9 Operating Hours 
 
Mining, processing, sales and truck transport from the site will generally take place 
between 6:00am and 6:00pm Monday through Saturday.  Truck load out will 
sometimes coincide with mining and processing, but at other times truck load out will 
be the only operations occurring at the site.  From time to time, customer demand 
and/or operational considerations dictate periods of extended hours which can involve 
two shifts and result in operating hours starting at 5:00am and ending as late as 
9:00pm. 
 
Certain public agency projects (such as Caltrans road improvement projects) may 
operate during nighttime hours to prevent traffic congestion associated with lane 
closures and heavy vehicle operations, in addition to emergency road repairs made 
necessary by natural disasters (e.g. flooding) or other unforeseen events.  These road 
improvement or repair projects accordingly require materials to be supplied at night.  
The project could periodically operate 24-hours per day and up to seven days per week 
for limited periods in order to service these projects.  The duration of these expanded 
hours of operation will depend on the duration of the projects being supplied. 
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2.10 Reclamation Overview 
 

The Reclamation Plan describes reclamation of the project area and sets forth 
standards to assure adequacy of the plan measures.   Figure 2.10-1 shows the 
proposed reclaimed landform that will be developed upon resource depletion and 
identifies reclamation phases. 

 
The goals of this Reclamation Plan are to: 

 
1. Maximize the recovery of sand resources in a safe and efficient manner. 
2. Return extracted areas to a useful purpose following mining of sand. 
3. Mitigate, by design, potential environmental impacts on the land that might 

otherwise be created by extraction. 
 
Reclamation will involve returning the project area to the intended future use of 
grassland for cattle grazing.  A revegetation plan has been developed to restore the site 
for this purpose (See Figure 2.10-2).  The proposed grassland mix, oak planting 
schedule, elderberries and cottonwoods (Tables 2-4) are designed to obtain a suitable 
degree of vegetation similar to surrounding grazing land and re-blend the disturbances 
caused by extraction into the nearby vicinity.  The resulting grassland to be utilized for 
grazing will be similar to grazing land found on surrounding areas.  In addition, this 
reclamation plan seeks to enhance resource value through reduced runoff, capturing 
runoff to recharge groundwater and/or reducing the “flashiness” of the current 
drainage.  Further, by bringing the soil matrix in more close proximity to the existing 
surface water level, the plantings are sustainable and consistent with the landowner’s 
plan for the property.  
 
Reclamation will occur in two phases.  The first phase of reclamation will occur 
following Phase 1 mining operations and will address slopes at final grade within the 
eastern “half” of the project area that are not subject to further disturbance.  The 
second phase of reclamation will occur following Phase 2 extraction and can be 
considered final reclamation of the site. The second phase of reclamation will address 
any slope areas not previously reclaimed and the project floor. The main haul road will 
be left for access to the project floor for bee keeping, feed storage, other farming 
purposes and owner access. Through the extraction process, cut slopes will be 
brought near or to final grade.  If necessary, these cut slopes will be finish graded 
prior to revegetation.  The project floor will be sloped toward the Merced River 
Floodplain at a 1-2% gradient roughly parallel to Highway 59 to ensure that no 
ponding occurs within the project area. 
 
An area approximately 30’ wide and 1600’ long (revegetation strip) along the northwest 
project boundary will be planted with the grassland mix, oaks and cottonwoods (See 
Figure 2.10-2).  Planting of the revegetation strip will occur independently of Phase 1 
and Phase 2 reclamation. The revegetation strip area will be brought to final grade 
within the first year of operations.  Planting within the revegetation strip will occur at 
the next appropriate time of year once this area is at final grade.  As such, these 
plantings are expected to commence within the first two years of operations. 
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Date: December 2008
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During the life of the project, areas at final grade and not subject to further 
disturbance will be revegetated with the erosion control mix.  Seeding requirements 
will be evaluated on an annual basis.  If determined to be necessary, straw wattles or 
other erosion control methods will be implemented to control short-term erosion (See 
soil surface status in Section 2.6).  Following completion of each extraction phase, 
areas at final grade and not subject to further disturbance will be revegetated with the 
grassland mix recommended by Lockwood Seed and Grain located in Chowchilla, 
California.  Revegetation practices such as soil preparation, application methods and 
timing are described below. 
   
There are no drill holes or monitor wells onsite that require proper abandonment. The 
water well will remain onsite for use by the property owner. 
 
All equipment will be portable and removed from the site prior to final reclamation.  
This includes all mobile equipment, such as loaders, dozers, haul trucks, storage vans 
and water trucks as well as the portable processing equipment such as the screen. All 
surplus equipment and supplies stored onsite will be transported offsite. All trash and 
miscellaneous debris will be collected and hauled to an appropriate waste disposal 
facility.   
 
Revegetation 
 
The project area is identified as G, grazing land, in Merced County’s 2002 Farmland 
GIS data.  Merced County’s 2002 Farmland GIS data originated from the California 
Department of Conservation, Division of Land Resource Protection, Farmland Mapping 
and Monitoring Program.  Definitions for the dataset were developed by the USDA-
NRCS as part of their nationwide Land Inventory and Monitoring (LIM) system. 
 
Grazing land is defined as land on which the existing vegetation is suited to the 
grazing of livestock. This category is used only in California and was developed in 
cooperation with the California Cattlemen's Association, University of California 
Cooperative Extension, and other groups interested in the extent of grazing activities. 
The minimum mapping unit for Grazing Land is 40 acres. 
 
Where project operations result in compaction of the soil (roads and pads), scarifying 
of the soil will be used to eliminate compaction and to establish a suitable root zone in 
preparation for planting.  In addition, finished grades will be worked to loosen top 
material.  All soil surfaces will be left in as rough a condition as possible.  The intent is 
to create small cracks and crevices for the seeds to lodge and to improve water 
infiltration. Topsoil will then be distributed over areas to be revegetated.  If necessary, 
organic compost and other available soil nutrients will be applied and mixed into the 
topsoil to create a suitable planting bed for the project floor.  All revegetation planting 
will be scheduled in the fall between November 1 and December 15 after the first 
soaking rains of early winter or late fall depending on weather patterns. 
 
There are two objectives for revegetation: 1) to provide vegetative cover for final slopes 
that controls erosion and stabilizes slopes and 2) to create grassland for use as grazing 
land.  Revegetation will be sufficient to stabilize the surface against the effects of long-
term erosion and is designed to meet the post-extraction land use objectives of the 
site.  Areas to be reclaimed will be seeded with the grassland mix (Table 2), valley oaks 
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(Table 3 and as described below) as well as elderberries and cottonwoods (Table 4) in 
order to meet both objectives of revegetation (See Figure 2.10-2). As directed by the 
OMR restoration ecologist at the site visit on May 21, 2008, performance standards for 
the grassland mix will be based on percent cover (Table 5). 
 
Grasses 
 
Before planting either seed mix, areas to be revegetated will be finish graded. If 
determined to be necessary, soils will be treated with organic compost and other soil 
nutrients to maximize the yield from the site.  Seed mixes will be applied by seeding 
with a whirlybird seeder, hydroseeding, drill seeding with a tractor and drill, or hand 
planting.  The grassland mix is expected to yield approximately two bales per acre of 
land revegetated with the mix.  This level of productivity is expected to be reached two 
years after planting. 
 

  Table 1. Erosion Control Mix 
Species Common Name Lbs/Acre 

Hordeum vulgare Barley 15 
    Note: California brome or blue wildrye may be substituted for 
     Barley depending on seed availability 
 
            Table 2. Grassland Mix 

Species Lbs/Acre 
Paiute Orchard Grass 7.5 
Tetraploid Orchard Grass 6.25 
Clare Sub Clover 5 
C316 Alfalfa 2.5 
Crimson Clover 2.5 
Hykon Rose Clover 1.25 

Total 25 
         Note: The alfalfa and clovers will be coated 

 
Oaks 
 
All valley oaks found within the project site are either contained within small isolated 
groupings or are isolated individuals.  There is one grouping of seven oaks and two 
groupings of two oaks.  The remaining six oaks found within the project area are 
isolated individuals. 
 
Impacts to oak woodlands are regulated under Public Resource Code (PRC) 21083.4, 
also known as the California Oak Woodlands Conservation Act (COWCA). COWCA 
mandates that counties develop oak mitigation standards as described in the Act.  
Merced County has yet to develop these mitigation standards; therefore, the basis for 
determining the need for and type of mitigation is COWCA.  COWCA requires counties 
to “determine whether a project within its jurisdiction may result in a conversion of 
oak woodlands that will have a significant effect on the environment. If a County 
determines that there may be a significant effect to oak woodlands, the county shall 
require mitigation for the project.” 
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The California Department of Fish and Game and other state agencies define oak 
woodlands as an oak stand with a greater than 10 percent canopy cover or that may 
have historically supported greater than 10 percent canopy cover.  The percent canopy 
cover of oak trees onsite falls below 10 percent, and does not meet the above stated 
definition of oak woodland.  As such mitigation requirements as defined by COWCA 
would not apply to the project. 
 
Additionally, due to the nature of this project, the site would qualify for an exemption 
under COWCA that excludes the project from COWCA mitigation requirements.  PRC 
Section 21083.4 states: 
 
21083.4 (d) The following are exempt from this section: 
 
(3) Conversion of oak woodlands on agricultural land that includes land that is used to 
produce or process plant and animal products for commercial purposes. 
 
However, the project plans to plant five valley oaks for each valley oak with a ≥5 inch 
diameter at breast height (dbh) that will be removed from the project area.  As 
identified in Attachment C, 17 oaks meeting the dbh criterion will be removed.  As 
such, the revegetation of oak trees will consist of hand planting oaks at 85 separate 
locations within the revegetation strip along northwest project boundary.  Three 
acorns will be planted at each location to increase the likelihood of success.  It is 
expected that a typical attrition rate of 50% will occur resulting in the successful 
establishment of approximately 42.5 oaks.  The location of the revegetation strip was 
chosen due to its proximity to the 100-year floodplain and availability of water.  If 
necessary, oaks planted within the revegetation strip will be irrigated until 
established. 
 
Acorn planting will be staggered within the revegetation strip to prevent an artificial 
grid like pattern from developing for revegetated areas.  Ultimately, this pattern of 
planting will resemble oaks on surrounding lands.  The oak planting schedule is 
anticipated to experience a 50% survival rate which is typical for this type of planting 
method.  Acorns will be planted between November 1 and December 15 after the first 
soaking rains of the season.   
 
Topsoil should be analyzed to determine the presence of elements essential for oak 
growth.  If the soils analysis shows that fertility levels or soil constituents are 
inadequate to successfully implement the oak regeneration program, the appropriate 
fertilizer tablets can be selected to account for these deficiencies. Typical fertilizer 
tablets used for oak regeneration will be 20-10-5 (N-P-K) 9 month slow release 
planting tablets.  One fertilizer tablet per acorn should be used to promote greater 
growth. 
 
Prior to planting, a 4’-6’ radius around each acorn should be cleared of vegetation.  A 
hole, 4”-6” in diameter and 1’-2’ deep, should be created using an auger and filled with 
organic mulch or topsoil salvaged from the site.     
 
To provide for greater regeneration success, acorns should be germinated before 
planting. Acorns should be planted approximately ¾” to 1” below the soil surface, with 
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the pointed side down, where the root emerges when fully mature and brown.  The 
acorn should then be covered with organic mulch or topsoil salvaged from the site.   
 
Protective plastic tubing, 4”-6” in diameter and 4’-6’ in height, should be placed 
around each planted acorn.  To begin, a metal post should be driven into the ground 
to provide support for the tubing.  The protective tubing should be worked into the 
surface about 2”-6” with the post on the outside of the tubing.  This helps to help keep 
rodents, such as voles and gophers, from getting to the acorns.  If gophers are present, 
then the tubing should be worked into the ground as deep as possible (up to 6 inches). 
The tubing should then be secured to the stake using ties or twine.  If voles or other 
digging rodents are known to be a problem, black mesh plastic should be placed 
around the tubing and secured (approximately 3’ square).  The fertilizer tablet should 
be placed in the tubing and a wire mesh secured on top of the protective container to 
keep birds out. 
 
The tubing should be removed after the oak trees have grown out of the top for two 
years.  This exposes the trees to wind which induces girth growth.  The best time of 
year to remove the protective tubing is in late fall to prevent sun scald as well as 
having soft ground for easy removal of the metal posts.  Revegetation methods will be 
continually evaluated as reclamation is completed throughout the site. 
 
             Table 3. Oaks 

Species Common Name Total 
Quercus lobata Valley Oak 85 

 
Elderberries and Cottonwoods 
 
Three elderberry shrubs with stems ≥ 1 inch basal diameter occur within the project 
site.  These three shrubs are within non-riparian habitat.  None showed evidence of 
Valley Elderberry Longhorn Beetle (VELB) exit holes.  Mitigation for removal of the 
three shrubs on the project site will be provided by transplanting the three shrubs to 
an area just west of the project area as well as planting additional elderberry shrubs 
and cottonwoods as shown in Table 4 and Figure 2.10-2.  As identified in the USFWS 
guidelines, mitigation ratios are based on the number and size class of stems greater 
than 1-inch basal diameter for shrubs in a non-riparian habitat lacking beetle exit 
holes.  The three bushes contain 42 stems that will require a 1:1 planting mitigation 
ratio.  The proposed planting of 50 elderberries and 50 cottonwoods exceeds mitigation 
requirements. 
 
As defined in the USFWS Conservation Guidelines for the Valley Elderberry Longhorn 
Beetle, a minimum survival rate of at least 60 percent of the elderberry plants and 60 
percent of the associated native plants must be maintained throughout the monitoring 
period. 
 
Elderberries will be planted along the western project boundary during the first two 
years of operations as shown on Figure 2.10-2.  As described above, cottonwoods will 
be planted within the revegetation strip as early as possible during the project. 
Elderberries are expected to be planted from seed while cottonwoods are expected to 
be planted from cuttings obtained from mature trees in the project vicinity.  Due to the 
location of the plantings, the elderberries and cottonwoods are expected to establish 
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readily and will not require irrigation.  Elderberries and cottonwoods will be planted as 
agreed to by the USFWS.  Plantings may occur from cuttings, seeds or other methods 
as determined by consultation with the USFWS. 
 
     Table 4. Elderberries and Cottonwoods 

Species Common Name Plantings/Cluster Clusters 
Sambucus mexicana Blue Elderberry 10 5 
Populus fremontii Fremont Cottonwood 10 5 
  Total 100 

 
Maintenance of reclaimed areas shall consist of invasives eradication to limit and 
control invasive species and for repair of erosion damage.  Primary invasive species 
which should be addressed in invasive species control efforts will include yellow star-
thistle, medusa head grass and mustard. The site will be monitored periodically (at 
least annually for two years) by means of visual observation to identify the potential 
for uncontrolled invasives propagation.  Should invasive species control be necessary, 
cultural methods will be implemented to eliminate the spread of these species. 
 
Following seeding and before release of financial assurance, reclaimed areas must 
meet performance criteria. For this site, the most meaningful performance criteria of 
percent cover, crop yield, erosion control and visual mitigation are based on soil 
surface status and crop yield.  Reclaimed areas will be monitored once per year to 
compare actual success rates with the success criteria.   
 
   Table 5.  Performance Standards 

Vegetative Cover 
(m: meters) 

Species Composition / 
Species Richness Percent Cover Density 

Grassland Mix Target goal: 4 or more of the 
most prevalent species shall 
be from the grassland mix 
Monitoring Plot Size:                 
(15) 1 m by 1 m plots 

Target Goal: 
Slopes: 70% cover 
Pad: 50% cover 
Monitoring Plot Size: 
(15) 1 m by 1 m plots 

Production:  
Pad: 2 bales per 
acre 
 

Oaks One (1) 
 

N/A 50% survival  
(42.5 oaks) 

Elderberries One (1) 
 

N/A 60% survival  
(30 elderberries) 

Cottonwoods One (1) 
 

N/A 60% survival  
(30 cottonwoods) 

Since revegetation will occur concurrently with extraction operations, revegetation methods   
will be continually evaluated as revegetation is completed throughout the site.  

 
To meet performance standards for erosion control, reclaimed areas would need a soil 
surface status of Class 1 or Class 2. 
 
To insure that the revegetation plan is followed, all implementation activities will be 
monitored by a competent person.  Records shall be kept of soil preparation, including 
the addition of amendments as determined to be necessary, seeding techniques and 
erosion control techniques.   
 
Monitoring must be performed to document erosion control and revegetation success.  
Following seeding operations and prior to requesting the release of financial 
assurances, revegetated areas will be monitored until performance criteria are met.  
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Performance standards must be met for two consecutive years prior to release of 
financial assurances.  Monitoring will be performed to document that the revegetated 
areas achieve the success standards for erosion control and vegetative cover.   
 
2.11 Topsoil Management 
 
Topsoil is not evenly distributed throughout the site.  Minimal amounts of topsoil are 
expected within the lower elevations of the site and previously disturbed areas.  The 
majority of topsoil is found on top of the terrace along the eastern project boundary.  
Where available, 6” of topsoil will be stripped prior to extraction and stockpiled for use 
in reclamation (See Figure 2.3-2).  These stockpile(s) will be revegetated with the 
erosion control mix (See Table 1) during the project to maintain microorganisms and 
for erosion control.  Alternatively, topsoil stockpiles may be covered for erosion control 
purposes. 
 
Stockpiled topsoil will be signed appropriately and will stay in place until all mining 
activities are complete.  Topsoil used for the revegetation strip will be obtained from 
the Phase 1 Mining area.  Topsoil used in Phase 1 Reclamation will be obtained from 
the Phase 2 Mining area.  When possible, topsoil will be applied directly to areas to be 
reclaimed.  Stockpiled topsoil will be used in Phase 2 Reclamation. 
 
A small amount of organics are expected within the extracted material.  These 
organics will be screened out during processing, and if practicable, will be stockpiled 
and revegetated with the erosion control mix or covered for erosion control purposes 
prior to use in reclamation. 
 
2.12 Test Plots Locations and Treatment 
 
For the grassland mix, test plots will be created on areas reclaimed during the first 
reclamation phase. Since valley oaks, elderberries and cottonwoods will be planted 
within the first two years of operations, test plots for these species will consist of total 
plantings (i.e. 50 cottonwood plantings require 25 established cottonwoods to meet 
reclamation requirements).  Revegetation methods will be continually evaluated as 
revegetation is completed throughout the site.   
 
2.13 Weed Control 
 
During the life of the project, invasive species shall be controlled. Non-native species 
found onsite include yellow star-thistle, Italian thistle and mustard. This shall include 
a bi-annual inspection of the project area to determine if any of these species or other 
noxious weeds are present. Eradication measures shall be taken when these species 
are detected at threshold levels of one plant per less than 100 square feet. Upon 
detection, the weeds shall be removed or sprayed with an appropriate herbicide as per 
the manufacturers' label instructions. 
 
Following final reclamation, the site will be monitored periodically (at least annually 
for two years) by means of visual observation to identify the potential for uncontrolled 
weed propagation.  Should weed control be necessary, the operator/lessee will hire the 
services of a Pest Control Advisor to make recommendations concerning noxious 
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weeds that may invade the site. The operator will carry out treatments recommended 
by the Pest Control Advisor to eradicate the undesired vegetation. 
 
 
2.14 Post-Extraction Public Safety 
 
Post-extraction public health and safety will be protected in accordance with County 
standards for undeveloped land.  The project area is part of a larger ownership which 
is fenced along its entire length of Highway 59.  Access is controlled through locked 
gates as well as existing fencing along the western project boundary and the southern 
edge of the access road.  In addition, the project area is bordered on the north by the 
Merced River and on the south and east by agricultural uses which are part of the 
larger ownership.  The berm installed at the top of cut slopes during the project will be 
maintained by the property owner. Signs warning of “No Trespassing”, “Danger”, 
“Steep Slopes” or “Private Property” will be posted insure public awareness. 
 
2.15 Effect of Reclamation on Future Recovery of Mineral Resources 
 
This Reclamation Plan will not preclude future extraction activities on this property or 
within the surrounding area.  
 
2.16 Financial Assurances 
 
In addition to annual monitoring, all SMARA regulated sites are required to provide 
financial assurances that reclamation of the site will be conducted in accordance with 
the approved Reclamation Plan.  The financial assurance may be in the form of surety 
bonds, irrevocable letter of credit, trust funds, or other forms of financial assurances 
approved by the Lead Agency.  The financial assurance is reviewed annually by the 
operator and lead agency to determine if operations or reclamation during the past 
year and planned operations during the upcoming year would require adjustments to 
the amount of the estimate. 
 
2.17 Statement of Responsibility 
 
Central Valley Concrete, Inc. accepts responsibility for reclamation of the Robinson 
Ranch Sand Mine as set forth in this Reclamation Plan. 
 
Central Valley Concrete Agent: _____________________________  Date: _____________ 
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3.0 Conformance with Reclamation Standards 
 
Purpose 
 
The Surface Mining and Reclamation Act requires that all newly approved Reclamation 
Plans incorporate verifiable standards to assure adequate completion of Reclamation 
Plan objectives.  The verifiable standards were adopted by the State Board of Mining 
and Geology as regulations to implement these requirements.  These regulations are 
known as the “Reclamation Standards” (PRC Article 9, Sections 3700 et seq.).  The 
following discussion addresses compliance with these standards as outlined in the 
Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan dated December 2008. 
 
Financial Assurances (§3702) 
 
The project will be subject to a required financial assurance to ensure reclamation is 
performed in accordance with the reclamation plan.  Financial assurances are 
reviewed annually by the State Mining and Geology Board and adjusted as necessary.  
Financial assurances must be in place prior to commencement of operations. 
 
Wildlife Habitat (§3703) 
 
No federal or state threatened or endangered species were found within the project 
area.  Habitat within the project area is defined as ruderal non-native annual 
grassland.  The project area includes an upland terrace grassland adjacent to the 
Merced River floodplain currently utilized for grazing. 
 
Previous mining projects along the Merced River have created surface depressions and 
left a berm between the mining area and the river.  In some cases, this resulted in the 
river breaching the berm and capturing the extraction area.  Water in these captured 
areas is warmer than water in the Merced River creating suitable habitat for bass.  
Bass is a natural predator of salmon smolts in the Merced River.  Local agencies have 
expressed concern over the creation of these pit areas adjacent to the river due to the 
effect on river morphology and the predation of salmon smolts by bass. 
 
The Robinson Ranch project does not propose creating a surface depression or placing 
a berm between the river and the project area.  During the life of the project, the pad 
area will be sloped away from the Merced River toward a sedimentation basin located 
near the center of the project area.  As a result, drainage originating onsite will be 
contained within the project area where it percolates into the water table leaving 
behind any sediment.  Since there will be no depression created by extraction, this 
project does not propose installing a berm between the extraction area and the Merced 
River. The silt fencing to be installed along the northwest project boundary will be 
removed as part of the final reclamation process.  As part of final reclamation, the 
sedimentation basin will be filled and the pad area will be sloped toward the Merced 
River floodplain at a 1-2% gradient roughly parallel to Highway 59. In addition, the 
revegetation strip to be planted along the northwest project boundary within the first 
two years of operations will serve as a filter strip and aid in erosion control. 
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Additional measures to protect the Merced River include:  
 

 Silt fencing will be installed along the northwest project boundary adjacent to 
the Merced River floodplain 

 A 30’ wide revegetation strip along the northwest project boundary bordering 
the Merced River floodplain will be planted with the grassland mix, oaks and 
cottonwoods 

 If determined to be necessary, straw mulch or wood chippings from cleared 
vegetation will be applied to cut slopes (based on Soil Surface Status: see below) 

 If determined to be necessary, straw wattles will be installed on cut slopes at 
20-foot vertical intervals (based on Soil Surface Status) 

 Seeding with the erosion control mix (Table 1) and grassland mix (Table 2) at 
the appropriate time of year 

 Use of settling basin to capture runoff 
 
During the life of the project, there will be no runoff from the project area.  Following 
successful reclamation of the site, no runoff control will be necessary.  Erosion and 
sedimentation will not exceed existing conditions. 
 
The site will be reclaimed to simulate surrounding terrain and will be returned to an 
end use of grassland for cattle grazing.  The grassland mix will be planted on all lands 
disturbed by mining activities.  Cottonwoods and valley oaks will be planted within the 
revegetation strip and elderberries will be planted as shown on Figure 2.10-2. Please 
refer to Section 2.10 for a full description of revegetation methods. 
 
Backfilling, Regrading, Slope Stability, and Recontouring (§3704) 
 
The reclamation plan calls for sand extraction over an area of about 42 acres, forming 
a project floor of approximately 33 acres with about 9 acres of slopes.  All cut slopes 
shall have a minimum slope stability factor of safety that is suitable for the proposed 
end use and conform to the surrounding topography.  All reclaimed cut slopes shall 
not exceed an overall gradient of 3H:1V. 
 
All extracted material will be transported offsite or used for reclamation purposes. 
 
Although structural development is not proposed at this time, any future development 
would be required to meet UBC standards for foundations.   
 
Revegetation (§3705) 
 
Reclamation will divided into two phases, with planting of the revegetation strip 
included in the first phase.  During the life of the project, areas at final grade and not 
subject to further disturbance will be revegetated with the erosion control mix.  
Seeding requirements for erosion control will be evaluated on an annual basis.  If 
determined to be necessary, straw wattles or other erosion control methods will be 
implemented to control short-term erosion (See soil surface status in Section 2.6).  
Following completion of each extraction phase, areas at final grade and not subject to 
further disturbance will be revegetated with the grassland mix recommended by 
Lockwood Seed and Grain located in Chowchilla, California.  The grassland mix, oaks 
and cottonwoods will be planted within the revegetation strip and elderberries will be 
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planted as shown on Figure 2.10-2.  Revegetation procedures such as soil preparation, 
application methods and timing are described in Section 2.10. 
 
Refer to Section 2.10 and §3708 for a complete discussion of revegetation methods.   
 
Drainage, Diversion Structures, Waterways, and Erosion Control (§3706) 
 
The quality of water, recharge potential, and storage capacity of groundwater aquifers 
is not expected to be diminished as a result of reclamation of this extraction operation.  
Due to the dry sub-humid climate in the region of the proposed site, it is unlikely that 
surface water has a substantial impact on groundwater storage and replenishment in 
the area. 
 
During extraction operations, there will be no runoff from the project area.  Following 
successful reclamation of the site, no runoff control will be necessary.  Erosion and 
sedimentation will not exceed existing conditions. 
 
Runoff from surrounding lands is controlled by two existing drainage ditches that are 
outside the project area: 1) the drainage ditch running roughly north-south along the 
eastern edge of the Phase 1 mining area boundary and 2) the drainage ditch running 
southwest along the access road on the eastern edge of the Phase 2 mining area.  This 
ditch connects to the Caltrans ditch along the western project boundary which directs 
runoff away from the project area. The mine operator will not be responsible for 
maintaining the Caltrans ditch.  
 
Previous mining projects along the Merced River have created surface depressions and 
left a berm between the mining area and the river.  In some cases, this resulted in the 
river breaching the berm and capturing the extraction area.  Water in these captured 
areas is warmer than water in the Merced River creating suitable habitat for bass.  
Bass is a natural predator of salmon smolts in the Merced River.  Local agencies have 
expressed concern over the creation of these pit areas adjacent to the river due to the 
effect on river morphology and the predation of salmon smolts by bass. 
 
The Robinson Ranch project does not propose creating a surface depression or placing 
a berm between the river and the project area.  During the life of the project, the pad 
area will be sloped away from the Merced River toward a sedimentation basin located 
near the center of the project area.  As a result, drainage originating onsite will be 
contained within the project area where it percolates into the water table leaving 
behind any sediment.  Since there will be no depression created by extraction, this 
project does not propose installing a berm between the extraction area and the Merced 
River. The silt fencing or straw wattles to be installed along the northwest project 
boundary will be removed as part of the final reclamation process.  As part of final 
reclamation, the sedimentation basin will be filled and the pad area will be sloped 
toward the Merced River floodplain at a 1-2% gradient roughly parallel to Highway 59.  
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During extractive operations, stormwater and erosion control measures will include: 
 

 Silt fencing will be installed along the northwest project boundary adjacent to 
the Merced River floodplain 

 A 30’ wide revegetation strip along the northwest project boundary bordering 
the Merced River floodplain will be planted with the grassland mix, oaks and 
cottonwoods 

 If determined to be necessary, straw mulch or wood chippings from cleared 
vegetation will be applied to cut slopes (based on Soil Surface Status: see below) 

 If determined to be necessary, straw wattles will be installed on cut slopes at 
20-foot vertical intervals (based on Soil Surface Status) 

 Seeding with the erosion control mix (Table 1) and grassland mix (Table 2) at 
the appropriate time of year 

 Use of settling basin to capture runoff 
 
Following the completion of extraction operations, erosion control measures will 
include: 
 

 Maintaining erosion control measures implemented on cut slopes during the life 
of the project 

 Planting the and grassland mix at the appropriate time of year 
 
A 3-foot earthen berm will be constructed at the top of all cut slopes for safety 
purposes.  Proposed slopes within the project area will not exceed an overall slope 
gradient of 3H:1V.  In addition, erosion control will be in the form of slope stabilization 
through revegetation and the measures described above. 
 
Operational erosion control methods will be designed to handle runoff from not less 
than a 20 year/l hour intensity storm event.  Controlled erosion and sedimentation 
should be expected during all phases of operation.  No stream diversions will be 
required.   
 
Prime Agricultural Land Reclamation (§3707) 
 
Not Applicable. 
 
Other Agricultural Land (§3708) 
 
The project area is identified as G, grazing land, in Merced County’s 2002 Farmland 
GIS data.  Merced County’s 2002 Farmland GIS data originated from the California 
Department of Conservation, Division of Land Resource Protection, Farmland Mapping 
and Monitoring Program.  Definitions for the dataset were developed by the USDA-
NRCS as part of their nationwide Land Inventory and Monitoring (LIM) system. 
 
Grazing land is defined as land on which the existing vegetation is suited to the 
grazing of livestock. This category is used only in California and was developed in 
cooperation with the California Cattlemen's Association, University of California 
Cooperative Extension, and other groups interested in the extent of grazing activities. 
The minimum mapping unit for Grazing Land is 40 acres.
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Where project operations result in compaction of soil (roads and pads), scarifying of 
the soil will be used to eliminate compaction and to establish a suitable root zone in 
preparation for planting.  In addition, finished grades will be worked to loosen top 
material.  All soil surfaces will be left in as rough a condition as possible.  The intent is 
to create small cracks and crevices for the seeds to lodge and to improve water 
infiltration. Topsoil will then be distributed over areas to be revegetated.  If necessary, 
organic mulch and other available soil nutrients will be applied and mixed into the 
topsoil to create a suitable planting bed. 
 
There are two objectives for revegetation: 1) to provide vegetative cover for final slopes 
that controls erosion and stabilizes slopes and 2) to create grassland to be used as 
grazing land.  The erosion control mix will be planted as an interim measure to control 
short term erosion.  The proposed grassland mix, oak planting schedule, elderberries 
and cottonwoods (Tables 2-4) are designed to obtain a suitable degree of vegetation 
similar to surrounding grazing land and re-blend the disturbances caused by 
extraction into the nearby vicinity.  The resulting grassland to be utilized for grazing 
will be similar to grazing land found on surrounding areas.  Revegetation will be 
sufficient to stabilize the surface against the effects of long-term erosion and is 
designed to meet the post-extraction land use objectives of the site.  
 
Before planting either seed mix, areas to be revegetated will be finish graded.  If 
determined to be necessary, soils will be treated with organic mulch and soil nutrients 
to maximize the yield from the site.  Seed mixes will be applied by seeding with a 
whirlybird seeder, hydroseeding, drill seeding with a tractor and drill or hand planting.  
 
Section 2.10 of this Reclamation Plan sets forth planting and maintenance practices, 
as well as verifiable monitoring standards to assure revegetative success.  Examples of 
maintenance practices and verifiable monitoring standards include, but are not 
limited to:  managing noxious weeds, planting during appropriate seasons, soil ripping 
or disking, fertilization, and fencing of revegetated areas wherever necessary.  If 
necessary, soil will be amended with organic mulch and soil nutrients prior to 
planting.  
 
When determined to be necessary, irrigation will be used until plantings are 
established.  Irrigation is expected to be necessary for only oak plantings. 
 
Planting the grassland mix will result in the site being capable of sustaining 
economically viable production of crops commonly grown in the surrounding areas.  
The grassland mix is expected to yield 50% cover on the project floor and 70% cover 
on the project slopes.  This level of productivity is expected to be reached two years 
after planting.  Please refer to Section 2.10 for a complete description of revegetation 
methods. 
 
Building, Structure and Equipment Removal (§3709) 
 
No structures or permanent equipment will remain on the site upon completion of 
reclamation activities. 
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Stream Protection, Including Surface and Groundwater (§3710) 
 
During extraction operations, there will be no runoff from the project area.  Following 
successful reclamation of the site, no runoff control will be necessary.  Erosion and 
sedimentation will not exceed existing conditions. 
 
Runoff from surrounding lands is controlled by two existing drainage ditches that are 
outside the project area: 1) the drainage ditch running roughly north-south along the 
eastern edge of the Phase 1 mining area boundary and 2) the drainage ditch running 
southwest along the access road on the eastern edge of the Phase 2 mining area.  This 
ditch connects to the Caltrans ditch along the western project boundary which directs 
runoff away from the project area. The mine operator will not be responsible for 
maintaining the Caltrans ditch.  
 
Previous mining projects along the Merced River have created surface depressions and 
left a berm between the mining area and the river.  In some cases, this resulted in the 
river breaching the berm and capturing the extraction area.  Water in these captured 
areas is warmer than water in the Merced River creating suitable habitat for bass.  
Bass is a natural predator of salmon smolts in the Merced River.  Local agencies have 
expressed concern over the creation of these pit areas adjacent to the river due to the 
effect on river morphology and the predation of salmon smolts by bass. 
 
The Robinson Ranch project does not propose creating a surface depression or placing 
a berm between the river and the project area.  During the life of the project, the pad 
area will be sloped away from the Merced River toward a sedimentation basin located 
near the center of the project area.  As a result, drainage originating onsite will be 
contained within the project area where it percolates into the water table leaving 
behind any sediment.  Since there will be no depression created by extraction, this 
project does not propose leaving a berm between the extraction area and the Merced 
River following successful reclamation of the site. The silt fencing or straw wattles to 
be installed along the northwest project boundary will be removed as part of the final 
reclamation process.  Following successful reclamation of the site, the pad area will be 
sloped toward the Merced River floodplain at a 1-2% gradient roughly parallel to 
Highway 59.  
 
During extractive operations, stormwater and erosion control measures will include: 
 

 Silt fencing will be installed along the northwest project boundary adjacent to 
the Merced River floodplain 

 A 30’ wide revegetation strip along the northwest project boundary bordering 
the Merced River floodplain will be planted with the grassland mix, oaks and 
cottonwoods 

 If determined to be necessary, straw mulch or wood chippings from cleared 
vegetation will be applied to cut slopes (based on Soil Surface Status: see below) 

 If determined to be necessary, straw wattles will be installed on cut slopes at 
20-foot vertical intervals (based on Soil Surface Status) 

 Seeding with the erosion control mix (Table 1) and grassland mix (Table 2) at 
the appropriate time of year 

 Use of settling basin to capture runoff 
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Following the completion of extraction operations, erosion control measures will 
include: 
 

 Maintaining erosion control measures implemented on cut slopes during the life 
of the project 

 Planting the and grassland mix at the appropriate time of year 
 
The proposed project will include stormwater protection measures to eliminate the 
potential for erosion and sedimentation discharges offsite.  These measures will be 
compliant with appropriate sections of the Federal Clean Water Act, Porter-Cologne 
Act, and the California Regional Water Quality Control Board.  The erosion control 
methods described in Section 2.6 and the reclamation practices outlined in Section 
2.10 identify measures that will control erosion and sedimentation.  In addition to 
these plan measures, the Lead Agency would conduct annual inspections to insure 
implementation of these water quality protection measures. 
 
Topsoil Salvage, Maintenance and Redistribution (§3711) 
 
Topsoil is not evenly distributed throughout the site.  Minimal amounts of topsoil are 
expected within the lower elevations of the site and previously disturbed areas.  The 
majority of topsoil is found on top of the terrace along the eastern project boundary.  
Where available, 6” of topsoil will be stripped prior to extraction and stockpiled for use 
in reclamation.  These stockpiles will be revegetated with the erosion control mix (See 
Table 1) during the project to maintain microorganisms and for erosion control.  
Alternatively, topsoil stockpiles may be covered for erosion control purposes.   
 
Stockpiled topsoil will be signed appropriately and will stay in place until all mining 
activities are complete.  Topsoil used for the revegetation strip will be obtained from 
the Phase 1 Mining area.  Topsoil used in Phase 1 Reclamation will be obtained from 
the Phase 2 Mining area.  When possible, topsoil will be applied directly to areas to be 
reclaimed.  Stockpiled topsoil will be used in Phase 2 Reclamation. 
 
A small amount of organics are expected within the extracted material.  These 
organics will be screened out during processing, and if practicable, will be stockpiled 
and revegetated with the erosion control mix or covered prior to use in reclamation. 
 
Tailing and Extraction Waste Management (§3712) 
 
Proposed operations on the site include the extraction and screening of large 
quantities of sand.  A small amount of organics is expected within the extracted 
material.  If practicable, screened organics will be stockpiled for use in reclamation 
activities.  With the exception of the screened organics, all extracted material will be 
transported offsite.  There will be no waste, overburden or backfilling associated with 
this project. 
 
Closure of Surface Openings (§3713) 
 
Not Applicable. 
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Public Safety 
 
Post-extraction public health and safety will be protected in accordance with County 
standards for undeveloped land.  The project area is part of a larger ownership which 
is fenced along its entire length of Highway 59.  Access is controlled through locked 
gates as well as existing fencing along the western project boundary and the southern 
edge of the access road.  In addition, the project area is bordered on the north by the 
Merced River and on the south and east by agricultural uses which are part of the 
larger ownership.  A berm will be installed around the perimeter of cut slopes.  Signs 
warning of “No Trespassing”, “Danger”, “Steep Slopes” or “Private Property” will be 
posted insure public awareness. 
 
Administrative Requirements: 
 
Lead Agency Information: 
 
 Lead Agency:  County of Merced Planning Department 
 Staff Contact: Oksana Newmen, Planner III 
 Telephone:  (209) 385-7654 
 Address:  2222 "M" Street, Merced, CA 95340     
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EXHIBIT ‘A’ 
MINING PERMIT 

 
DESCRIPTION 

 
All that certain real property, situate in a portion of Section 25, Township 5 South, Range 
13 East, Mount Diablo Base and Meridian, County of Merced, State of California 
described as follows: 
 
Commencing at the East quarter corner of said Section 25; thence West along the 
East/West quarter line of said Section, N.89°52’00”W. a distance of ±4189.84 feet to the 
TRUE POINT OF BEGINNING; thence leaving said East/West Section line, along the 
following forty-nine(49) courses: 

1. N.38°15’24”W. a distance of 240.62 feet; 
2. N.64°34’52”E. a distance of 69.79 feet; 
3. N.86°46’00”E. a distance of 211.64 feet; 
4. N.81°58’24”E. a distance of 63.14 feet; 
5. N.81°10’28”E. a distance of 198.51 feet; 
6. N.75°38’23”E. a distance of 122.27 feet;  
7. N.58°23’34”E. a distance of 132.05 feet; 
8. N.42°39’07”E. a distance of 197.46 feet; 
9. N. 31°43’23”E. a distance of 85.48 feet; 
10. N.14°23’29”E. a distance of 192.09 feet; 
11. N.26°18’08”E. a distance of 193.64 feet; 
12. N.20°18’42”E. a distance of 62.18 feet; 
13. N.01°01’30”E. a distance of 71.91 feet; 
14. N.28°28’21”E. a distance of 50.25 feet; 
15. N.39°46’56”E. a distance of 64.65 feet; 
16. N.53°23’43”E. a distance of 35.44 feet; 
17. N.83°54’17”E. a distance of 35.52 feet; 
18. N.79°29’54”E. a distance of 40.41 feet; 
19. N.82°08’17”E. a distance of 86.54 feet; 
20. N.61°29’21”E. a distance of 52.27 feet; 
21. N.50°20’13”E. a distance of 43.91 feet; 
22. N.52°53’42”E. a distance of 96.73 feet; 
23. N.60°52’04”E. a distance of 90.17 feet; 
24. S.58°08’30”E. a distance of 149.94 feet; 
25. S.61°00’40”E. a distance of 108.87 feet; 
26. S.74°40’56”E. a distance of 52.93 feet; 
27. N.79°29’18”E. a distance of 56.05 feet; 
28. N.81°15’14”E. a distance of 162.35 feet; 
29. S.00°58’28”W. a distance of 44.51 feet; 
30. S.25°00’04”W. a distance of 210.58 feet; 
31. S.19°53’18”W. a distance of 177.96 feet; 



32. S.32°46’51”W. a distance of 197.79 feet; 
33. S.34°03’03”W. a distance of 191.25 feet; 
34. S.22°38’04”W. a distance of 85.50 feet; 
35. S.03°31’20”W. a distance of 107.23 feet; 
36. S.00°03’22”W. a distance of 217.40 feet; 
37. S.00°17’54”W. a distance of 130.55 feet; 
38. S.16°06’16”W. a distance of 6.28 feet; 
39. S.45°54’24”W. a distance of 289.52 feet; 
40. S.43°23’48”W. a distance of 212.74 feet; 
41. S.42°59’19”W. a distance of 233.41 feet; 
42. S.43°44’28”W. a distance of 276.96 feet; 
43. N.43°40’17”W. a distance of 123.33 feet; 
44. N.10°01’52”W. a distance of 54.36 feet; 
45. S.86°05’14”W. a distance of 97.09 feet; 
46. N.85°08’45”W. a distance of 184.57 feet; 
47. N.64°26’16”W. a distance of 39.73 feet; 
48. N.22°39’30” W. a distance of 123.03 feet; 
49. N.38°15’24”W. a distance of 578.52 feet 

to the point of beginning.  
   
Subject to rights of record, if any. 
 
January 21, 2008        JN 06141 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

On April 25, 2007 and September 6, 2007, WRA, Inc. performed an assessment of biological
resources at the approximate 42-acre proposed Robinson Ranch Mine (Project Area) in Merced
County, California (Figure 1).  The Project Area is located on the Robinson Ranch, approximately
fifteen miles northeast of the city of Merced, bordered on the west by a buffer zone along State
Route 59 (SR59), and bordered to the north by the Merced River floodplain.  The Project Area is
surrounded by agricultural and grazing lands to the south and east.  Almond groves are present
across the Merced River to the north, and west of SR59.  There is also a concrete batch plant
located to the west, across SR59.  A bridge located on SR59 crosses the Merced River
approximately 300 feet from the northwest corner of the Project Area.  The Merced River or the
associated 100-year floodplain are not within the Project Area.  Land within the vicinity of the project
Area is primarily categorized as rural agricultural.  Historically, portions of the Merced River channel
north of the Project Area have been channelized and mined for gravel.  The eastern upland portion
of the Project Area has also been mined in the past.
The purpose of the assessment was to gather information necessary to complete a preliminary
review of biological resources within the Project Area boundary and provide information for use in
the preparation of a Reclamation Plan under the Surface Mining and Reclamation Act (SMARA).
This report describes the results of the site visit, which assessed the Project Area for the (1)
presence of special status species; (2) potential to support special status species; and (3) presence
of other sensitive biological resources protected by local, state, and federal laws and regulations.
A biological assessment provides general information on the potential presence of sensitive species
and habitats.  The biological assessment is not an official protocol level survey for listed species
that may be required for project approval by local, state, or federal agencies.  However, specific
findings on the occurrence of any species or the presence of sensitive habitats may require that
protocol surveys be conducted.  This preliminary assessment is based on information available at
the time of the study and on site conditions that were observed within the Project Area boundary
on the date(s) of the site visit.  This study does not evaluate potential indirect effects to species or
habitats that may occur as a result of the proposed project.

2.0 METHODS

On April 25, 2007, and again on September 6, 2007, the Project Area was traversed on foot and
in vehicles to determine (1) plant communities present within the Project Area, (2) if existing
conditions provided suitable habitat for any special status plant or wildlife species, and (3) if
sensitive habitats are present.  All plant and wildlife species encountered were recorded, and are
summarized in Appendix A.
2.1 Biological Communities

Prior to the site visit, the Soil Survey of Merced County, California [U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA) 1962], was examined to determine if any unique soil types that could support sensitive
plant communities and/or aquatic features were present in the Project Area.  Biological communities
present in the Project Area were classified based on existing plant community descriptions
described in the Manual of California Vegetation (Sawyer & Keeler-Wolf 1995).
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However, in some cases it is necessary to identify variants of community types or to describe non-
vegetated areas that are not described in the literature.  Biological communities were classified as
sensitive or non-sensitive, as defined by CEQA and other applicable laws and regulations.  
Wetlands and Waters
The Project Area was surveyed to determine if any wetlands and waters potentially subject to
jurisdiction by the Corps, RWQCB, or CDFG were present.  The assessment was based primarily
on the presence of wetland plant indicators, but may also include any observed indicators of
wetland hydrology or wetland soils.  Evidence of wetland hydrology can include direct evidence
(primary indicators), such as visible inundation or saturation, surface sediment deposits, algal mats
and drift lines, or indirect indicators (secondary indicators), such as oxidized root channels.  Some
indicators of wetland soils include dark colored soils, soils with a sulfidic odor, and soils that contain
redoximorphic features as defined by the Corps Manual (Environmental Laboratory 1987) and Field
Indicators of Hydric Soils in the United States (NRCS 2002).  The waters assessment was based
primarily on the presence of ponded areas or flowing water, or evidence indicating their presence
such as a high water mark or a defined drainage course. 
Other Sensitive Biological Communities
The Project Area was evaluated for the presence of other sensitive biological communities,
including riparian areas, and sensitive plant communities recognized by CDFG.  If present in the
Project Area, these sensitive biological communities were mapped and are described in Section
3.1.2 below.  
2.2 Special Status Species

2.2.1 Literature Review

Potential occurrence of special status species in the Project Area was evaluated by first determining
which special status species occur in the vicinity of the Project Area through a literature and
database search.  Database searches for known occurrences of special status species focused on
the Yosemite Lake 7.5 minute USGS quadrangle and the eight surrounding USGS quadrangles:
Snelling, Merced Falls, Winton, Atwater, Turlock Lake, Haystack Mountain, Merced, and Planada.

The following sources were reviewed to determine which special status plant and wildlife species
have been documented to occur in the vicinity of the Project Area:

• California Natural Diversity Database records (CNDDB) (CDFG 2007)
• CNPS Electronic Inventory records (CNPS 2007)
• CDFG publication “California’s Wildlife, Volumes I-III” (Zeiner et al. 1990)
• CDFG publication “Amphibians and Reptile Species of Special Concern in

California” (Jennings 1994)
• Merced River Salmon Enhancement Project and Robinson Reach Phase IS/EA

(DWR 2001)
• Merced River Bridge Replacement Initial Study with Mitigated Negative Declaration

(CalTrans 2006)
• A Field Guide to Western Reptiles and Amphibians (Stebbins, R.C. 2003)
• Fairy Shrimps of California’s Puddles, Pools and Playas (Eriksen and Belk 1999)
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• National Marine Fisheries Service Distribution Maps for California Salmonid Species
(2007)

• Wildlife and Rare Plant Ecology of Eastern Merced County’s Vernal Pool
Grasslands (Vollmar, J.E. 2002).

2.2.2 Site Assessment

Two site visits were made to the Project Area to search for suitable habitats for species identified
in the literature review as occurring in the vicinity.  The potential for each special status species to
occur in the Project Area was then evaluated according to the following criteria:

1) No Potential.  Habitat on the site is clearly unsuitable for the species requirements
(foraging, breeding, cover, substrate, elevation, hydrology, plant community, site
history, disturbance regime). 
2) Unlikely.  Few of the habitat components meeting the species requirements are  
present on the site, and/or the majority of habitat on the site is unsuitable or of very
poor quality.  The species is not likely to be found on the site.
3) Moderate Potential.  Some of the habitat components meeting the species      
requirements are present, and/or only some of the habitat on the site is unsuitable.
The species has a moderate probability of being found on the site.
4) High Potential.  All of the habitat components meeting the species requirements are
present and/or most of the habitat on or adjacent to the site is highly suitable.  The
species has a high probability of being found on the site.
5) Present.  Species is observed on the site or has been recorded (i.e. CNDDB, other
published reports) on the site recently.

The site assessment is intended to identify the presence or absence of suitable habitat for each
special status species known to occur in the vicinity in order to determine its potential to occur
within the Project Area boundary.  The site visit does not constitute a protocol-level survey and is
not intended to determine the actual presence or absence of a species; however, if a special status
species is observed on-site during the site visit, its presence will be recorded and discussed.
Appendix B presents the evaluation of potential for presence of each special status plant and
wildlife species expected to occur within the Project Area with their habitat requirements, potential
for occurrence, and rationale for the classification based on criteria listed above.

3.0 RESULTS

The Project Area topography consists of an elevated terrace, which primarily contains sandy soils.
Soil types are shown in Figure 2.  The top of the terrace is relatively flat, and slopes steeply down
to the flood plain of the Merced River, which is located outside the northern boundary of the Project
Area.  Elevations within the Project Area range from 190 to 265 feet.  A history of land disturbance
from past mining and agricultural practices reduces the quality of the habitat within the Project Area
for special status species or sensitive communities.  The majority of the Project Area is
characterized as ruderal non-native annual grassland.  A small stand containing oak trees is also
present within the northwestern portion of the Project Area. 
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Habitats along the Merced River outside the Project Area contain seasonal wetlands bordered by
riparian scrub and riparian woodland.  Blue elderberry shrubs (Sambucus mexicana) are found
within grassland habitats to the west of the Project Area boundary.  A stand of mature valley oaks
(Quercus lobata) occurs adjacent to the northern boundary of the Project Area, upland, surrounded
by phacelia (Phacelia sp.).  Seasonal wetland depressions and channels along the river course,
north of the Project Area boundary, appear to be seasonally flooded but were dry at the time of the
site visit.  Vernal pools were not observed during the site visit and are unlikely to occur in the
Project Area due to the sandy soils of the upland area.  The following sections present the results
of the biological assessment within the Project Area. 
3.1 Biological Communities

Non-sensitive biological communities in the Project Area include ruderal non-native annual
grassland existing in combination with California annual grassland.  A few individual blue elderberry
bushes, oak trees, willows, and other shrubs or trees were observed within the Project Area
boundary.  No sensitive biological communities or aquatic features are found in the Project Area.
Mexican elderberry series and Fremont cottonwood series are located adjacent to the Project Area
to the west and north, respectively.  In addition, a small stretch of Valley Oak woodland and
Seasonal wetlands are also located on the floodplain of the Merced River to the north of the Project
Area.  Descriptions for each biological community present within the Project Area are contained
below and shown on Figure 3.  Representative site photographs of biological communities occurring
within the Project Area are shown in Appendix C. 
3.1.1 Non-sensitive Biological Communities

Ruderal non-native annual grasslands
Annual grasslands occur in all topographic locations throughout California, from sea level to 1200
meters (Sawyer and Keeler-Wolf 1995).  Grasslands are typically dominated by native or non-native
annual grasses and forbs along with scattered native wildflowers.  Plant species observed in this
area included soft chess (Bromus hordeaceus), yellow star-thistle (Centaurea solstitialis), lupine
(Lupinus sp.), and ripgut brome (Bromus diandrus). 
Although not described in Sawyer and Keeler-Wolf (1995), ruderal non-native annual grassland
includes areas that have been disturbed, partially developed, or used for agriculture.  Based on
initial site visit observations, these areas are not currently used for agricultural activities, and have
been allowed to revert to a semi-natural, ruderal grassland condition.  The Project Area is
composed primarily of ruderal non-native annual grassland intermixed with California annual
grasslands, including formerly mined land, roadways, and recently disced agricultural fields.
Approximately 40 acres of this habitat is present in the Project Area.  Based on soil conditions,
vegetation composition, and discussions with the property owner, discing has occurred biannually
for fire suppression.  Plant species observed in ruderal non-native annual grassland in the Project
Area include yellow star-thistle, mustard (Brassica sp.), fiddleneck (Amsinkia sp.), and storkbill
(Erodium sp).  Mature valley oaks (Quercus lobata) were also present in stands within the ruderal
non-native grassland of the Project Area.
3.1.2 Sensitive Biological Communities

No sensitive biological communities or series are located within the Project Area.  However, at least
two individual elderberry shrubs are present within the Project Area (see Figure 3). 
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Individual large valley oak trees occurring within the Project Area may also be considered sensitive
under local or state oak preservation ordinances.  The following sensitive communities are located
in the vicinity of the site, but occur outside the Project Area boundary.
Mexican elderberry series
In grassland areas west of and outside the Project Area boundary, adjacent to SR59, blue
elderberry shrubs occur in sufficient densities as the dominant shrub to warrant designation of this
habitat type as the Mexican elderberry series.  As defined by Sawyer and Keeler-Wolf (1985), this
series consists of savannah habitat dominated by a single shrub species: blue (or Mexican)
elderberry (Sambucus mexicanus), an obligate host for the federally threatened Valley elderberry
longhorn beetle.  Other vegetation associated with Mexican elderberry series includes narrowleaf
willow (Salix exigua), California wild grape (Vitis californica), Oregon ash (Fraxinus latifolia), as well
as emergent valley oak and Fremont cottonwood (Populus fremontii).  The area may also contain
riparian scrub habitat with grassy ground cover and soils intermittently or seasonally flooded with
fresh water.  
Fremont cottonwood series
The vegetation associated with the Fremont cottonwood series includes Fremont cottonwood, black
willow (Salix gooddingii), narrowleaf willow, walnuts (Juglans sp.), box elder (Acer negundo), and
California sycamore (Plantanus racemosa).  This series includes riparian corridors and floodplains,
and other areas where soils may be intermittently or seasonally flooded with fresh water (Sawyer
and Keeler-Wolf, 1995).  The dominant plant species observed were willows (Salix sp.) and
cottonwood (Populus sp.), with valley oak located on the slope above the riparian area. 
Seasonal wetland
Seasonal wetland occurs outside the Project Area to the north, in the Merced River floodplain.
Seasonal wetland plant communities occur in swales and shallow depressions within non-native
grassland that are ponded during the rainy season for sufficient duration to support vegetation
adapted to wetland conditions.  Seasonal wetlands in California are highly variable in plant
composition, depending on the length of ponding or inundation.  They also generally lack the plant
community assemblage typical of defined marshes and vernal pools.  Dominant plant species
observed in seasonal wetlands in the floodplain include bullrush (Scirpus sp.), speckled monkey
flower (Mimulus sp.), Western rush (Juncus occidentalis), rabbit foot grass (Polypogon
monspeliensis), and Italian rye grass (Lolium multiflorum). 
3.2 Special Status Species

3.2.1 Plants

Based upon a review of the resources and databases given in Section 2.2.1, 25 special status plant
species have been documented in the vicinity of the Project Area; however, no species are
considered moderately or highly likely to occur within the Project Area.  No special status plant
species were observed in the Project Area during the April or September 2007 site visits, though
it should be noted that the initial site assessment occurred in late April of a year with abnormally
low rainfall.  The second site visit occurred after discing of portions of the Project Area grassland
communities had occurred.  All of the special status plant species documented to occur in the
vicinity of the Project Area are considered unlikely to occur or to have no potential to occur in the
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Project Area, due to lack of suitable habitat conditions.  Appendix B discusses the habitat
preferences and potential for occurrence for each of these plant species.  Documented CNDDB,
CNPS, and special status plant occurrences in the vicinity of the Project Area are shown in Figure
4. 
3.2.2 Wildlife

Fifty-one special status species of wildlife have been recorded in the vicinity of the Project Area or
in similar habitats within Merced County..  Appendix B summarizes the potential for each of these
species to occur.  One special status wildlife species, Cooper’s Hawk (Accipiter cooperi), was
observed in the Project Area during the April 25, 2007 site assessment conducted by WRA.  The
San Joaquin pocket mouse (Perognathus inornatus) and White-tailed Kite (Elanus leucurus) were
observed during a previous survey on the property (DWR 1999).  Three special status wildlife
species have a high potential to occur in the Project Area: Burrowing Owl (Athene cunicularia),
Swainson’s Hawk (Buteo swainsoni) and American badger (Taxidea taxus).  Fourteen additional
special status wildlife species have a moderate potential to occur in the Project Area: Western red
bat (Lasiurus blossevillii), pallid bat (Antrozous pallidus), Western mastiff bat (Eumops perotis
californicus), Golden Eagle (Aquila chrysaetos ), Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis), Northern
Harrier (Circus cyaneus), Osprey (Pandion Haliaetus), Merlin (Falco columbarius), Prairie Falcon
(Falco mexicanus), Loggerhead Shrike (Lanius ludovicianus), California Horned Lark (Eremophilia
alpestris acatia), California horned lizard (Phrynosoma coronatum frontale), silvery legless lizard
(Anniella pulchra pulchra) and valley elderberry longhorn beetle (Desmocerus californicus
dimorphus).  A history of human disturbance, degraded habitat conditions, and scarcity of suitable,
isolated trees and shrubs reduces value of Project Area habitats for many species.  Special status
wildlife species that have been observed or have a moderate or high potential to occur within the
Project Area are discussed below.  CNDDB special status wildlife occurrences in the vicinity of the
Project Area are shown in Figure 5. 
Western red bat (Lasiurus blossevillii), WBWG High Priority.  This species is considered highly
migratory and broadly distributed, occurring throughout much of the western United States.
Western red bats are typically solitary, roosting primarily in the foliage of trees or shrubs.  Day
roosts are common in vegetated edge habitats adjacent to streams or open fields, cultivated
orchards, and sometimes in urban areas in association with riparian habitat.  There is a moderate
potential for this bat to forage in the Project Area.  Surveys conducted by Pierson (2000 as cited
in DWR 2001), documented this species roosting in and foraging around the State Route 59 bridge
northwest of the Project Area.  Additionally, off-site cottonwood riparian habitat adjacent to the
Project Area provides significant roosting and foraging habitat for reproductive female red bats
during summer.
Pallid bat (Antrozous pallidus), CDFG Species of Special Concern.  The pallid bat is found year
round in a variety of low elevation habitats throughout California.  It selects a variety of day roosts
including rock outcrops, mines, caves, hollow trees, exfoliating bark, buildings, and bridges.  Night
roosts are found under bridges, and in caves, mines, and buildings.  Pallid bats are sensitive to
roost disturbance.  Unlike most bats, pallid bats primarily forage on the ground on large ground-
dwelling arthropods (Zeiner, et al. 1990).  There is a moderate potential for this bat to forage on the
ground in the Project Area.  No suitable roosting habitat is present within the Project Area
boundary.  Surveys conducted by Pierson (2000 as cited in DWR 2001), documented this species
roosting in and foraging around the State Route 59 bridge northwest of the Project Area. 
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Western mastiff bat (Eumops perotis californicus), CDFG Species of Special Concern.  This
species is found year round in a wide variety of habitat.  Western mastiff bat distribution appears
to be tied to large rock structures, including cliff crevices and cracks in boulders, which provide
suitable roosting sites.  There is a moderate potential for this bat species to forage in the Project
Area.  No suitable roosting habitat is present within the Project Area boundary.  Surveys conducted
by Pierson (2000 as cited in DWR 2001), documented this species foraging around the State Route
59 bridge northwest of the Project Area. 
San Joaquin pocket mouse (Perognathus inornatus), Species of Local Concern.  The San
Joaquin pocket mouse inhabits annual grassland, saltbush scrub and oak savanna habitats,
generally on friable soils (Williams 1986, as cited in Vollmar 2002).  It feeds primarily on the seeds
of annuals, shrubs and forbs, but will also consume insects when seeds are less available.  It
forages almost exclusively at night, and spends the day in a simple burrow.  The species enters
torpor during periods of low temperatures and/or low food availability, and is not active above
ground during much of the winter (Best 1993, cited in Vollmar 2002).  Suitable foraging and
burrowing habitat is present in grassland habitats throughout the Project Area.  Surveys conducted
by California Department of Water Resources (DWR) in 1999 documented the capture of two San
Joaquin pocket mice within the Project Area boundary.
American badger (Taxidea taxus), CDFG Species of Special Concern.  The American badger
is an uncommon, permanent resident found throughout most of California (Grinnell et al. 1937).
Badgers are most abundant in drier open stages of shrub, forest, and herbaceous habitats with
uncultivated ground and loose or friable soils suitable for digging burrows.  Badgers feed on
burrowing rodents, such as California ground squirrels and pocket gophers, although diets may shift
seasonally in response to prey availability.  Habitats and soils throughout the Project Area provide
suitable foraging and burrowing habitat for this species.  A potential badger burrow was observed
in the Project Area near a stand of willows near the center of the Project Area (see photo Appendix
C). 
Cooper’s Hawk (Accipiter cooperi), CDFG Species of Special Concern.  The Cooper’s Hawk
is a widely distributed species, occurring in varied habitats including; deciduous, mixed, and
evergreen forests, riparian woodlands, and grassland edge habitats.  This raptor species is
relatively tolerant of human disturbance and habitat fragmentation and has been found to breed
increasingly in suburban and urban areas (Curtis et al. 2006).  This species nests in forests, small
woodlands, and in isolated trees in open areas.  Nests are typically in mature trees which have,
comparably, more canopy cover than what is locally available (Curtis et al. 2006).  Cooper’s hawks
may occasionally utilize individual trees within the Project Area boundary as nesting habitat.
Additionally, the Project Area provides suitable foraging habitat for this species.  One individual
Cooper’s Hawk was observed foraging over ruderal grassland within the Project Area during the
April 2007 site assessment.
Golden Eagle (Aquila chrysaetos), CDFG Fully Protected Species.  This species is found year
round in a wide variety of habitats in California.  Golden Eagles occur throughout the Central Valley
in rolling foothills and mountainous areas, grassland fields, as well as sage-juniper flats and
deserts.  Typically Golden Eagles nest in cliff-walled canyons, but may also nest in large trees in
open areas or where nest sites are limited.  Grassland habitats within the Project Area provide
suitable foraging habitat for this species.  No suitable nesting habitat is present within the Project
Area boundary.
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Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis), CDFG Species of Special Concern.  The Ferruginous Hawk
is a winter resident and migrant at lower elevations and open grasslands in the Central Valley.  This
species frequents open grasslands, fields, sagebrush flats and desert scrub where mice, prairie
dogs, lagomorphs, or pocket gophers are abundant (Bechard and Schmutz 1995).  Cooperative
hunting and ground pursuit of prey have been observed.  Roosts in open areas, usually in a lone
tree or utility pole.  There is a moderate potential for this raptor to forage seasonally in the Project
Area.  No suitable nesting habitat is present within the Project Area boundary.
Swainson’s Hawk (Buteo swainsoni), State Threatened.  Swainson’s Hawk is an uncommon
breeding resident and migrant in the Central Valley of California.  In the Central Valley, hawks
forage in row, grain, and hay crop agriculture, ruderal fields, non-native grasslands, fields, open
graze lands and flood plains.  This species typically nests in tall, scattered trees within grassland,
shrubland, or agricultural landscapes (e.g., along stream courses or in open woodlands).  Central
Valley nests are typically at edge of narrow bands of riparian vegetation, in isolated oak woodland,
and in lone trees, roadside trees, or farmyard trees, as well as in adjacent urban residential areas.
Grassland habitats within the Project Area provide suitable foraging habitat for this species.  No
suitable nesting habitat is present within the Project Area boundary.  There are two documented
nesting occurrences for this species within 1.5 miles of the Project Area (CNDDB 2007).
Northern Harrier (Circus cyaneus), CDFG Species of Special Concern.  Northern Harriers are
residents of open wetlands and fields, including marshy meadows; wet, lightly grazed pastures;
ruderal agricultural fields; and freshwater and brackish marshes.  They also frequent dry uplands,
including upland prairies, mesic grasslands, drained marshlands, croplands, cold desert
shrub-steppe, and riparian woodlands throughout California (MacWhirter and Bildstein 1996).
Northern Harriers typically nest on the ground in open habitats with dense, often tall, vegetation.
Their choice of vegetative cover is often extremely varied, even within a single area.  The Project
Area contains suitable foraging habitat for this species.  Additionally, Northern Harriers have a
moderate potential to nest in tall grasses within the project Area boundary.
White-tailed Kite (Elanus leucurus), CDFG Fully Protected Species.  White-tailed Kites are
associated with annual grasslands, agricultural areas, scrub habitats, wet meadows, and emergent
wetlands throughout the lower elevations of California.  Nesting generally occurs in shrubs or small
trees.  Suitable foraging habitat exists within the grasslands of the Project Area.  Oak trees within
the Project Area boundary contain suitable nesting habitat for this species.  Individuals are likely
to forage over open areas of the site throughout the year.  Surveys conducted by DWR in 2001
confirmed the presence of White-tailed Kites within the Project Area. 
Osprey (Pandion haliaetus), CDFG Species of Special Concern.  Osprey habitat varies greatly;
however, an adequate supply of accessible fish within 10 miles of nest is required.  High quality
habitat is characterized by shallow waters (0.5–2 meters deep).  Osprey nest in trees, snags, large
rocks, bluffs and in artificial structures such as electrical towers, cell-phone towers, and channel
markers (Poole et al. 2002).  An individual Osprey was observed flying over the river near the
eastern boundary of the Project Area during the April 25, 2007 site assessment, and active nest
was present outside the Project Area, atop a transmission tower near the the SR59 bridge.
Although Osprey may occasionally be observed flying over the site, no suitable Osprey nesting or
foraging habitat is available within the immediate Project Area boundary.
Merlin (Falco columbarius), CDFG Species of Special Concern.  Merlins are non-breeding,
wintering visitors to California.  They show a preference for open to semi-open areas that facilitate
hunting small mammals and rodents.  Groupings of trees or other windbreaks are required for
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roosting.  An adequate prey base is a large factor in the selection of Merlin wintering grounds;
grassland habitats within the Project Area may provide suitable foraging habitat for this species.
There is a moderate potential for this raptor to forage seasonally in the Project Area.  No suitable
nesting or roosting habitat is present within the Project Area boundary. 
Prairie Falcon (Falco mexicanus), CDFG Species of Special Concern.  The Prairie Falcon is
an uncommon permanent resident that ranges from southeastern deserts northwest throughout the
Central Valley and along the inner Coast Ranges and Sierra Nevada.  They are primarily associated
with perennial grasslands, savannahs, rangeland, agricultural fields, and desert scrub areas.  They
generally occur in dry, open terrain and may forage far afield over hilly or level grassland habitats,
marshlands or aquatic areas in the Central Valley.  Prairie Falcons feed on small rodents, small
birds and reptiles.  They catch prey in the air or forage on the ground in open areas.  Prairie
Falcons nest in open terrain with canyons, cliffs, escarpments, and rock outcrops.  Nesting sites
are typically located on rocky cliffs.  Foraging habitat is present within the Project Area, however
no suitable nesting habitat is present within the Project Area boundary.
Burrowing Owl (Athene cunicularia), CDFG Species of Special Concern.  The Burrowing Owl
typically favors flat, open grassland or gentle slopes and sparse-shrub land ecosystems.  These
owls prefer annual or perennial grasslands, typically with sparse or nonexistent tree or shrub
canopies; however, they also colonize debris piles and old pipes.  In California, burrowing owls are
found in close association with California ground squirrels.  Burrowing owls exhibit high site fidelity
and usually use the abandoned burrows of ground squirrels for shelter and nesting.  Suitable
habitat and prey resources exist within the Project Area to support resident burrowing owls.
Potential habitat for this species exists within the grassland habitats in the Project Area.
Appropriate-size burrows for this species were observed, and California ground squirrels are
present.
Loggerhead Shrike (Lanius ludovicianus), CDFG Species of Special Concern.  The
Loggerhead Shrike is a common resident and winter visitor in lowlands and foothills throughout
California.  This species is associated with open country with short vegetation with scattered trees,
shrubs, posts, fences, utility lines or other perches.  Nesting substrates vary from shrubs to trees
to brush piles, vegetation with thorns is usually preferred, and nests are usually well-concealed
(Yosef 1996).  The Project Area contains suitable breeding and foraging habitat for Loggerhead
Shrikes.  Grassland and shrub habitats with the Project Area provide suitable foraging and breeding
habitat for this species.  This species is well-documented and abundant within Eastern Merced
County (Vollmar 2002). 
California Horned Lark (Eremophila alpestris actia), CDFG Species of Special Concern.  The
California Horned Lark prefers bare ground to grasses taller than a few centimeters in open,
generally barren country (Beason 1995).  In ruderal or agricultural areas, they inhabit bare ground
and fields of row crop stubble.  Breeding habitat is rarely associated with specific vegetation.  Areas
suitable for nesting in early spring are often unsuitable by late spring or early summer because
vegetation grows too tall.  In these situations, the birds generally abandon the area or forego further
nesting (Beason 1995).  Grasslands, both within and adjacent to the Project Area may serve as
suitable foraging and nesting habitat for this species.  This species is well-documented and
abundant within Eastern Merced County (Vollmar 2002). 
California Horned Lizard (Phrynosoma coronatum frontale), CDFG Species of Special
Concern.  The California horned lizard occurs in several habitat types in California, ranging from
areas with an exposed sandy-gravelly substrate containing scattered shrubs, to clearings in riparian
woodlands, to dry uniform chamise chaparral, to annual grassland (Jennings and Hayes 1994).
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This species primarily inhabits sandy areas, washes, flood plains and wind-blown deposits.  This
species is heavily impacted by urbanization and displacement of native ants by invasive Argentine
ants; the current distribution of this species is highly erratic.  Suitable foraging and breeding habitat
for this species is present within the Project Area boundary.
Silvery Legless Lizard (Anniella pulchra pulchra), CDFG Species of Special Concern.  The
silvery legless lizard has a spotty distribution ranging from Contra Costa County south to Mexico.
This burrowing species is associated with sandy or loose organic soils or areas where there is
abundant leaf litter and cover.  This species often frequents sparsely vegetated areas of beaches,
dune habitats, chaparral, pine-oak woodland, stream sides or desert washes.  Legless lizards are
often found under surface objects that lie barely covered in loose soil, such as rocks, boards and
wood rat nests.  Because the legless lizard is dependent on loose soil and soil moisture, their
habitat can be greatly degraded by urbanization, agriculture and non-native vegetation.  Sandy soils
in the Project Area potentially provide suitable habitat for this species, although historic land use
practices within the Project Area may preclude presence.
Valley elderberry longhorn beetle (Desmocerus californicus dimorphus), Federal Threatened.
The valley elderberry longhorn beetle (VELB) is closely associated with blue elderberry (Sambucus
mexicana), which is an obligate host plant for the beetle larvae.  Adult beetles exhibit a preference
for stressed or unhealthy elderberry bushes, and bushes with large trunks and branches (5-20
centimeters in diameter).  Active occupation of large elderberry bushes by VELB is often difficult
to verify.  An individual, blue elderberry cluster is present in the northeastern portion of the Project
Area.  No occurrences of the species have been documented within five miles of the Project Area
(CNDDB 2007).  This species has a moderate potential of occurring in the Project Area where blue
elderberry is present because the necessary habitat required to support VELB reproduction is
available.  USFWS typically assumes presence of the beetle where the host plant occurs, unless
the specific cite is deemed unsuitable on a case-by-case basis.  
VELB colonization of isolated sites or drainages is constrained by limited dispersal (Collinge et al.
2001).  The draft South Sacramento Habitat Conservation Plan, citing Collinge, states that isolated
elderberry shrubs separated from contiguous habitat by extensive development are not typically
considered to provide viable habitat for VELB.  Likewise, Barr (1991) found that the beetle preferred
situations where groups of plants are not isolated from each other.  The literature we reviewed
consisted of peer-reviewed scientific papers, Federal Register notices, the Recovery Plan for VELB,
and the Draft Sacramento Habitat Conservation Plan.  These resources did not define what is
meant by “isolated”.  Additionally, the Federal Register notices and the Recovery Plan (1984) do
not contain information regarding VELB use of isolated shrubs.

Informal surveys conducted by DWR in 2000 in the Merced River flood plain in the vicinity of the
Project Area yielded no VELB findings.  A Robinson Project Elderberry Survey spreadsheet,
provided to us by DWR, contained data for 79 elderberry bushes with no observations of VELB bore
or exit holes on the branches.  Surveys were conducted in March and April of 2000 by S. Juarez,
A. Lester, and J. Vance.  A contact at DWR believed the elderberry survey area covered portions
of the Robinson Ranch Project Area addressed herein.
On October 2, 2006, the USFWS announced their recommendation to remove VELB from the
endangered species list after the completion of a five-year review of the species.  Based on a
continuously increasing number of sightings throughout the Central Valley and the reduction of the
primary threats to the species, the USFWS Sacramento Fish and Wildlife Office (2006)
recommended VELB be delisted in their summary and evaluation of the species.
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4.0 SUMMARY

No sensitive plant communities were identified within the current boundary of the Project Area,
although individual blue elderberry shrubs and mature valley oaks are present. 
No special status plant species have a moderate or high likelihood of occurring within the Project
Area.  Three special status wildlife species (Cooper’s Hawk, White-tailed Kite and San Joaquin
pocket mouse) have been observed in the Project Area, and seventeen additional species are
considered to have a moderate or high likelihood of occurring within the Project Area to forage.
These species are: Western red bat, pallid bat, Western mastiff bat, American badger, Golden
Eagle, Ferruginous Hawk, Swainson’s Hawk, Northern Harrier, Osprey, Merlin, Prairie Falcon,
Burrowing Owl, California Horned Lark, Loggerhead Shrike, California horned lizard, silvery legless
lizard, and valley elderberry longhorn beetle. 
Ferruginous Hawk, Golden Eagle, Swainson’s Hawk, Northern Harrier, Prairie Falcon, and Merlin
would likely use the site only for foraging.  The three bat species are likely to forage over or on the
ground within the Project Area and may temporarily roost in oak trees.  Bats are unlikely to breed
within the Project Area.  
White-tailed Kite, and Cooper’s Hawk are likely to forage within the Project Area and could also
nest in large trees on the site.  Loggerhead Shrike and California Horned Lark may forage and nest
in shrubs or grass.  American badger, Burrowing Owl, and San Joaquin pocket mouse typically
burrow in areas of uncultivated soil and may be present within the Project Area.  Other vegetation
within the Project Area may also provide nesting habitat for non-status migratory bird species.
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APPENDIX A

LIST OF OBSERVED PLANT AND ANIMAL SPECIES



Appendix A.  List of plant and wildlife species observed on or in the immediate vicinity of the
Project Area during the Robinson Ranch habitat assessment site visits conducted on April 25
and September 6, 2007.

COMMON NAME SCIENTIFIC NAME

MAMMALS

California ground squirrel Spermophilus beecheyi

cottontail rabbit Sylvilagus sp.

BIRDS

Osprey Pandion haliaetus

Turkey Vulture Cathartes aura

Red-tailed Hawk Buteo jamaicensis

American Crow Corvus brachyrhynchos

American Kestrel Falco saprverius 

Western Bluebird Sialia mexicana

Black Phoebe Sayornis nigricans

Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias

House Finch Carpodacus mexicanus

California Quail Calipeple califonica

Great Egret Ardea alba

Red-winged Blackbird Agelaius phoeniccus

Western Kingbird Tyrannus verticalis

Cliff Swallow Petrochelidon pyrrhonota

Northern Rough-winged swallow Stelgidopteryx serripennis

American Goldfinch Carduelis tristis

Bullock’s Oriole Icterus bullockii

Western Tanager Piranga ludoviciana

White-crowned Sparrow Zonatrichia leucophrys

Western Scrub Jay Aphelocoma californica

Say’s Phoebe Sayomis say

Cooper’s Hawk Accipiter cooperi



Yellow-billed Magpie Pica nuttalli

Forster’s Tern Sterna forsteri

Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura

AMPHIBIANS

American bullfrog Rana catesbeiana

PLANTS

fiddleneck Amsinckia sp.

scarlet pimpernel Anagalis arvensis

mayweed Anthemis cotula

wild oats Avena barbata

mustard Brassica sp.

rip-gut brome Bromus diandrus

soft chess Bromus hordeaceus

Italian thistle Carduus pycnocephalus

owl’s clover Castilleja sp.

yellow star-thistle Centaurea solstitialis

thistle Cirsium sp.

jimsonweed Datura wrightii

turkey mullein Eremocarpus setigerus

red-stem filaree Erodium cicutarium

California poppy Eschscholzia californica

cut-leafed geranium Geranium dissectum

everlasting Gnaphalium sp.

cudweed Hesperevax sp.

western rush Juncus occidentalis

common rush Juncus effusus

rush Juncus sp.

iris-leaved rush Juncus xiphioides

Italian rye grass Lolium multiflorum

trefoil Lotus sp.



lupine Lupinus sp.

pennyroyal Mentha pulegium

mint Mentha sp.

seep monkey flower Mimulus guttatus

tree tobacco Nicotiana glauca

evening primrose Oenethera sp.

Phacelia Phacelia sp.

popcorn flower Plagiobothrys sp.

water smartweed Polygonum amphibium

rabbitfoot grass Polypogon monspeliensis

valley oak Quercus lobata

coffeeberry Rhamnus californica

curly dock Rumex crispus

yellow willow Salix lasiandra

arroyo willow Salix lasiolepis

blue elderberry Sambucus mexicanus

bulrush Scirpus sp.

blue-eyed grass Sisyrinchium bellum

clover Trifolium hirtum



APPENDIX B

SPECIAL STATUS PLANT AND WILDLIFE SPECIES WITH A POTENTIAL FOR PRESENCE



 Appendix B.  Potential for Special Status Plant and Wildlife Species to Occur within the Project Area.  List compiled from the California
Department of Fish and Game (CDFG) Natural Diversity Database (2007), U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) Species Lists, and
California Native Plant Society (CNPS) Electronic Inventory search of the Yosemite Lake USGS 7.5’' quadrangle and the eight surrounding
quadrangles: Snelling, Merced Falls, Winton, Atwater, Turlock Lake, Haystack Mountain, Merced, and Planada, and a review of other CDFG
lists and publications (Jennings and Hayes 1994, Zeiner et al. 1990). 

SPECIES STATUS* HABITAT POTENTIAL FOR PRESENCE IN
PROJECT AREA

Mammals

Western red bat
Lasiurus blossevillii

WBWG High
Priority

Wide ranging distribution, from Shasta County
to the Mexican Border, west of the Sierra
Nevada Range.  Roosting sites include edge
habitats adjacent to streams, fields or urban
areas between 2 and 40 ft above ground. 

Moderate Potential.  There is no suitable
day or maternity roosting habitat for red bats
within the Project Area.  There is a
moderate potential for red bats to forage
within the Project Area boundary or
temporarily perch in Project Area
vegetation.

pallid bat
Antrozous pallidus

CSC, WBWG
High Priority

Found in deserts, grasslands, shrublands,
woodlands, and forests.  Most common in
open, dry habitats with rocky areas for
roosting.  Roosts must protect bats from high
temperatures.  Very sensitive to disturbance of
roosting sites.

Moderate Potential.  There is no suitable
day or maternity roosting habitat for pallid
bats within the Project Area.  There is a
moderate potential for pallid bats to forage
along the ground within the Project Area
boundary or temporarily perch in Project
Area vegetation.

western mastiff bat
Eumops perotis californicus

CSC, WBWG
High Priority

Found in a wide variety of habitats. 
Distribution appears to be tied to large rock
structures which provide suitable roosting sites,
including cliff crevices and cracks in boulders.

Moderate Potential.  There is no suitable
day or maternity roosting habitat for mastiff
bats within the Project Area.  There is a
moderate potential for mastiff bats to forage
within the Project Area boundary or
temporarily perch in Project Area
vegetation. 



SPECIES STATUS* HABITAT POTENTIAL FOR PRESENCE IN
PROJECT AREA

Merced kangaroo rat
Dipodomys heermanni dixoni

SLC Occurs in grassland and savanna communities
in eastern Merced and Stanislaus Counties. 
Requires fine, deep, well-drained soils for
burrowing.  Granivorous, but also eats forbs
and green grasses.

Unlikely.  Documented within 5 miles of the
Project Area (CNDDB 2007), and suitable
grassland habitat is present.  Protocol small
mammal surveys conducted by the CA
Department of Water Resources within the
Project Area yielded no evidence of this
species (DWR 1999).

San Joaquin pocket mouse
Perognathus inornatus

SLC Occurs in dry, open grasslands or scrub areas
on fine-textured soils between 350 and 600m. 
Forages on seeds, green vegetation and
insects.

Present.  Two individuals of this species
were captured in ruderal grasslands in the
northeastern portion of the Project Area
during protocol small mammal surveys
conducted within the Project Area boundary 
(DWR 1999).  Suitable foraging and
breeding habitat is present within the
Project Area in grassland habitats.

San Joaquin antelope squirrel
Ammospermophilus nelsoni

FC, ST Depends on sparse grasslands of the San
Joaquin Valley with moderate shrub cover.

Not Present.  The Project Area lacks
typical habitat for this species.  There are no
known occurrences of this species in the
Project Area vicinity.  Surveys within the
Project Area yielded no evidence of this
species (DWR 2001).

Riparian brush rabbit
Sylvilagus bachmani riparius

FE Found in riparian forests along the San
Joaquin River and tributaries from Stanislaus
County to the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta.
Only known extant population occurs at
Caswell Memorial State Park.

Not Present.  Surveys within the Project
Area yielded no evidence of this species
(DWR 2001).  Only known extant population
occurs more than 40 miles northwest of the
Project Area.

San Joaquin Valley riparian
woodrat
Neotoma fuscipes riparia

FE, CSC Occurs in riparian communities along lower
portions of San Joaquin and Stanislaus rivers
in northern San Joaquin valley.

Not Present.  No suitable habitat within the
Project Area.  Surveys conducted in riparian
habitat north of the Project Area yielded no
evidence of this species (DWR 2001). 
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San Joaquin kit fox
Vulpes macrotis mutica

FE, ST Found in open, level areas with loose-textured
soils supporting scattered, shrubby vegetation
with little human disturbance.

Unlikely.  Surveys conducted within the
Project Area yielded no evidence of this
species (DWR 2001).  The nearest
documented location is in excess of 10
miles to the south.  Suitable habitat is
present, but human activity may preclude
presence.  No suitable dens were observed
during the site assessment. 

American badger
Taxidea taxus

CSC Most abundant in drier open stages of most
shrub, forest, and herbaceous habitats, with
friable soils.  Need sufficient food, friable soils
and open, uncultivated ground to dig burrows. 
Preys on burrowing rodents. 

High Potential.  The Project Area primarily
consists of cultivated lands, but potential
badger burrows were observed during the
site visit in non-disced areas.  Suitable prey
base and habitat features are present within
the Project Area boundary.

Birds

White-faced Ibis 
Plegadis chihi

CSC Nests in habitat consisting of dense tule
thickets in shallow, fresh-water marshes. 
Prefers to feed in fresh emergent wetland,
shallow lacustrine waters, and muddy ground
of wet meadows and irrigated or flooded
pastures and croplands. 

Not Present.  The Project Area does not
contain suitable habitat to support an active
rookery or suitable forage.  Ibis have been
observed along the Merced River north of
the Project Area (CNDDB 2007). 

Cooper’s Hawk
Accipiter cooperi

CSC Frequents open, interrupted or marginal
woodlands.  Often observed using woodland
edges and snags for perching.  Nests mainly in
secondary growth conifer stands or in
deciduous riparian areas, usually near
streams.

Present.  This species was observed within
the Project Area during the April 25, 2007
site assessment.  Suitable foraging habitat
is present within the Project Area.  Birds
may occasionally roost or nest in trees or
shrubs within the Project Area boundary.
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Golden Eagle
Aquila chrysaetos 

CSC, CFP,
BCC

Found in rolling foothill and mountainous
areas, sage-juniper flats, dessert.  Cliff-walled
canyons provide nesting habitat in most parts
of range.  Also nests in large trees in open
areas.

Moderate Potential.  Suitable nesting
habitat is not present in the Project Area; no
potential for this species to breed in the
Project Area.  May occasionally forage over
Project Area or perch in large trees adjacent
to site.  No documented nests within five
miles (CNDDB 2007).

Ferruginous Hawk
Buteo regalis

CSC, BCC Winter resident of open grasslands, sagebrush
flats, desert scrub, low foothills surrounding
valleys, and fringes of pinyon-juniper habitats. 
Uncommon winter visitor to Central Valley
lowlands.  

Moderate Potential.  Suitable nesting
habitat is not present in the Project Area; no
potential for this species to breed in the
Project Area.  May occasionally utilize
ruderal fields as foraging habitat. 

Swainson’s Hawk
Buteo swainsoni

ST, BCC Found in open desert, grassland, or cropland
containing scattered large trees or small
groves.  Roosts in large trees.

High Potential.  Suitable nesting habitat is
not present in the Project Area; no potential
for this species to breed in the Project Area. 
This species is likely to forage in Project
Area or perch in large trees adjacent to site.

Northern Harrier
Circus cyaneus

CSC Breeds in coastal salt and fresh-water marsh
habitats.  Nests in shrubby vegetation, usually
at marsh edge; nest are built of a large mound
of sticks in wet areas.  Generally forages in
grasslands.

Moderate Potential.  Suitable nesting
habitat is not present in the Project Area; no
potential for this species to breed in the
Project Area.  May occasionally utilize
ruderal fields as foraging habitat. 

White-tailed Kite
Elanus leucurus

CFP Year-long resident of coastal and valley
lowlands; rarely found away from agricultural
areas.  Preys on small diurnal mammals and
occasional birds, insects, reptiles, and
amphibians.  

Present.  This species was observed in the
Project Area in 2001 (DWR).  Suitable
foraging habitat and prey base exists within
the Project Area boundary.  Birds may
occasionally roost or nest in Project Area
trees or shrubs.

Bald Eagle
Haliaeetus leucocephalus

SE, CFP Requires large bodies of water, or free-flowing
rivers with abundant fish adjacent snags or
other perches.  Nests in large, old-growth, or
dominant live tree with open branchwork.

Not Present.  Suitable aquatic foraging
habitat is not present within the Project
Area.
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Osprey
Pandion Haliaetus

CSC Uses large snags and tree tops near large
bodies of water.  Frequents ocean shores,
bays, fresh-water lakes, and larger streams. 
Prefers large trees, snags and dead-topped
trees for cover and nesting.  May travel 5-6
miles from nest to fishing areas.

Moderate Potential.  Suitable nesting
habitat is not present in the Project Area; no
potential for this species to breed in the
Project Area.  Unlikely to forage within the
Project Area boundary because suitable
aquatic areas are lacking.  Mature oak trees
in the Project Area may provide temporary
roost habitat.  This species was observed
nesting near the Highway 59 bridge
northwest of the Project Area during the
April 25, 2007 site visit. 

Merlin
Falco columbarius

CSC Clumps of trees or windbreaks are required for
roosting in open country.  Habitats variable,
including seacoast, tidal estuaries, open
woodlands, savannahs, edges of grasslands,
deserts, farms and ranches.

Moderate Potential.  Suitable nesting
habitat is not present in the Project Area; no
potential for this species to breed in the
Project Area.  May occasionally utilize
ruderal fields as foraging habitat. 

Prairie Falcon
Falco mexicanus

CSC, BCC Inhabits dry, open terrain, either level or hilly. 
Breeding sites located on cliffs.  Forages far
afield, even to marshlands and ocean shores.
Nesting sites protected.

Moderate Potential.  Suitable nesting
habitat is not present in the Project Area; no
potential for this species to breed in the
Project Area.  May occasionally forage over
site during winter migration.

Mountain Plover
Charadrius montanus

CSC, BCC Winters in open plains with low or scattered
herbaceous scrub.  Avoids high and dense
cover.  Uses short grasslands, plowed fields
with little vegetation, and open sagebrush
areas in the Central Valley below 1000 m
elevation.  Prefer areas with burrowing rodents.

Unlikely.  The Project Area contains
moderate to low quality habitat for this
species, however, only one documented
occurrence exists in the last 10 years from
within 10 miles of the Project Area (CNDDB
2007).

Long-billed Curlew
Numenius americanus

CSC, BCC Winters in large coastal estuaries, open
grasslands, upland herbaceous areas, and
Central Valley croplands.  Breeds in
northeastern California in wet meadow habitat.

Unlikely.  Low-quality, disturbed foraging
habitat is present in upland portions of the
Project Area.  Human activity in the vicinity
may preclude the presence of this species.
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Burrowing Owl
Athene cunicularia

CSC, BCC Frequents open grasslands and shrublands
with perches and burrows.  Preys upon insects,
small mammals, reptiles, birds, and carrion. 
Nests and roosts in old burrows of small
mammals.

High Potential.  The Project Area contains
suitable foraging and burrowing habitat for
this species.  Unoccupied burrows were
observed during the site visits; ground
squirrels were also observed.  Documented
to occur within 5 miles east of the Project
Area (CNDDB 2007).

Yellow-billed Cuckoo
Coccyzus americanus
occidentalis

FC, SE, BCC Cuckoos are a riparian obligate species in
California.  The occupy large tracts of dense
riparian forest vegetation preferring native
cottonwood-willow communities.  Willows are
preferred for nesting.  Cuckoos are largely
irruptive, occurring where food is currently
prevalent.

Not Present.  Poor quality riparian habitat is
present north of the Project Area.  There are
no known occurrences of this species in the
Project Area vicinity.  Additionally, human
activity in the vicinity may preclude the
presence of this species. 

Willow Flycatcher
Empidonax traillii 

SE Inhabits extensive thickets of low, dense
willows on edge of wet meadows, ponds, or
backwaters; 2000-8000 ft elevation 

Not Present.  Typical habitat is not present
in the Project Area.  The Project Area is
outside the altitudinal preference of this
species, and there are no known
occurrences of this species in the vicinity.

Bank Swallow
Riparia riparia

ST Requires vertical banks or cliffs with
fine-textured or sandy soils to dig nesting
holes.  Occurs near streams, rivers, lakes, or
the Pacific Ocean.

Unlikely.  Established nesting sites for this
species are well documented and there are
no known occurrences in the Project Area
vicinity.

Loggerhead Shrike
Lanius ludovicianus

CSC Prefers open habitats with sparse shrubs,
trees, posts, and other suitable perches to
forage for large insects.  Nests are well-
concealed above ground in densely-foliaged
shrub or tree.

Moderate Potential.  The Project Area
contains suitable, open grassland foraging
and nesting habitat for this species.  Fence
posts for perch sites are present.
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California Horned Lark
Eremophilia alpestris acatia

CSC Nests and forages in short-grass prairie,
mountain meadow, coastal plain, fallow grain
fields, and alkali flats.  Also occurs in meadow
and seep, marine intertidal and splash zone
communities.

Moderate Potential.  This species may
occasionally forage or nest in fallow
grassland habitats within the Project Area
boundary; suitable habitat is present
throughout the Project Area.

Yellow-breasted Chat
Icteria virens 

CSC Inhabits riparian thickets of willow and other
brushy tangles near watercourses.  Nests in
low, dense riparian, consisting of willow,
blackberry, wild grape; forages and nests
within 10 ft of ground.

Unlikely.  Suitable habitat is lacking within
the Project Area, but could occur in the
riparian habitat north of the site.  This
species is known to occur along the Merced
River within 5 miles of the Project Area
(CNDDB 2007). 

Tricolored Blackbird
Agelaius tricolor

CSC, BCC Usually nests over or near freshwater in dense
cattails, tules, or thickets of willow, blackberry,
wild rose or other tall herbs.  Nesting area must
be large enough to support about 50 pairs.

Unlikely.  Suitable nesting habitat is not
present within the Project Area boundary.   
This species is known to occur along the
Merced River within 5 miles of the Project
Area (CNDDB 2007).

Reptiles and Amphibians

western pond turtle
Emys (Clemmys) marmorata

CSC Occurs in perennial ponds, lakes, rivers and
streams with suitable basking habitat (mud
banks, mats of floating vegetation, partially
submerged logs) and submerged shelter.

Unlikely.  The Project Area lacks suitable
aquatic habitat for this species.  However,
this species occurs in ponded areas and
oxbows of the Merced River north of the
Project Area, and may construct nests in
ruderal grasslands near the Project Area
boundary.

blunt-nosed leopard lizard
Gambelia sila

FE, SE, CFP Resident of sparsely vegetated alkali and
desert scrub habitats, in areas of low
topographic relief.  Seeks cover in mammal
burrows, under shrubs or structures such as
fence posts; they do not excavate their own
burrows.

Not Present.  Project Area lacks desert
scrub habitats preferred by this species. 
There are no known occurrences of this
species in the Project Area vicinity.
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California horned lizard
Phrynosoma coronatum
frontale

CSC Inhabits sandy areas, washes, flood plains and
wind-blown deposits in a wide variety of
habitats.  Species heavily impacted by
urbanization and displacement of native ants
by invasive Argentine ants.

Moderate Potential.  Suitable foraging
habitat for this species exists within the
Project Area.  The nearest recorded location
is approximately 18 miles southwest
(CNDDB 2007).

silvery legless lizard
Anniella pulchra pulchra

CSC Found primarily in areas with sandy or loose
organic soils, sandy washes or where there is
plenty of leaf litter.  Fossorial.  Species heavily
impacted by human activities.

Moderate Potential.  Suitable habitat for
this species may exist within the Project
Area dependent on soil moisture content.  

giant garter snake
Thamnophis gigas

FT, ST Occurs in dense, emergent vegetation near or
in pools, streams, canals and sloughs.  Highly
aquatic.  Requires open areas for basking and
upland habitat with subterranian refuge for
hibernating.  

Not Present.  No suitable habitat is present
in the Project Area.  The Merced River
oxbow north of the Project Area may
contain marginal habitat for this species but
the nearest documented location of this
species is more than 10 miles south of the
Project Area (CNDDB 2007).

California tiger salamander
Ambystoma californiense

FT, CSC Occurs primarily in annual grass habitat and in
grassy understory of valley-foothill hardwood
habitats where small mammal burrow are
present.  Breeds is seasonal ponds and vernal
pools.

Unlikely.  The Project Area does not
contain suitable breeding habitat for this
species.  However, habitat suitable for
upland estivation is present in grasslands
on the northern boundary of  the Project
Area.  Larval surveys in the vicinity of the
Project Area vicinity yielded no evidence of
this species (DWR 2001).  Documented to
occur within 5 miles east and south of the
Project Area (CNDDB 2007).

western spadefoot toad
Spea hammondii

CSC Occurs primarily in grassland habitats, but can
be found in valley-foothill hardwood
woodlands.  Seasonal wetlands are essential
for breeding and egg-laying.  

Not Present.  The Project Area does not
contain suitable seasonal wetland habitat
for this species.  Surveys conducted in the
area yielded no evidence of this species
(DWR 2001).
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foothill yellow-legged frog
Rana boylii

CSC Found in or near small, rocky streams in a
variety of habitats.  Feeds on both aquatic and
terrestrial invertebrates.  Requires emergent
vegetation for cover and open canopy areas for
basking. 

Not Present.  The Project Area does not
contain suitable habitat for this species.  

California red-legged frog
Rana aurora draytonii

FT, CSC Associated with quiet perennial to intermittent
ponds, stream pools and wetlands.  Prefers
shorelines with extensive vegetation. 
Documented to disperse through upland
habitats after rains.

Not Present.  Project Area does not contain
suitable habitat for this species.  Nearest
known location is 40 miles to the southwest
(CNDDB 2007), and surveys conducted in
the area yielded no evidence of this species
(DWR 2001).

Fishes

steelhead - Central Valley
ESU
Oncorhynchus mykiss 

FT, ST Anadromous fish occurring in cold-water
streams and lakes throughout the Central
Valley.  Requires a minimum water depth of 18
cm.  Spawns in cool, clear, well-oxygenated
streams with gravel substrate.  

Not Present.  Habitat for this species does
not exist within the Project Area boundary.
This species is documented to occur in the
Merced River north of the Project Area. 
Critical Habitat has been designated in the
Robinson Reach portion of the Merced
River for steelhead. 

Central Valley fall/late fall-run
chinook salmon
Oncorhynchus tshawytscha

NMFS:
Special

Concern,
CSC

Adults migrate upstream to spawn in cool,
clear, well-oxygenated streams.  Juveniles
remain in fresh water for 1 or more years
before migrating downstream to the ocean. 

Not Present. Habitat for this species does
not exist within the Project Area boundary.
This species is documented to occur in the
Merced River north of the Project Area. 

Pacific lamprey
Lampetra ayresi

CSC Anadromous fish found in the Sacramento-San
Joaquin River delta and in river systems north
of Monterey County.  Generally nests in
shallow water with a sandy substrate..

Not Present.  The Project Area does not
contain suitable habitat for this species. 
Juveniles may rarely occur in the Robinson
Reach portion of the Merced River.
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Kern brook lamprey
Lampetra hubbsi

CSC Found in silty backwaters of rivers emerging
from foothill regions.  Occurs in lower reaches
of Friant-Kern Canal, merced River, Kaweah
River, Kings River, and San Joaquin River.

Not Present.  Habitat for this species does
not exist within the Project Area boundary.
This species is documented to occur in the
Merced River, outside of the Robinson
Reach. 

hardhead
Mylopharodon conocephalus

CSC Low to mid-elevation streams in the
Sacramento-San Joaquin drainage.  Clear,
deep pools w/ sand-gravel-boulder bottoms &
slow water velocity.  Not found where exotic
centrarchids predominate. 

Not Present.  Habitat for this species does
not exist within the Project Area. This
species is documented to occur in the
Merced River north of the Project Area. 

Invertebrates

conservancy fairy shrimp
Branchinecta conservatio

FE Occurs in cool water vernal pools and seasonal
depressions.

Not Present.  The Project Area does not
contain suitable seasonal wetland or vernal
pool habitat. 

vernal pool fairy shrimp
Branchinecta lynchi

FT Occurs in vernal pools and seasonal
depressions.  Prefers clear water areas.

Not Present.  The Project Area does not
contain suitable seasonal wetland or vernal
pool habitat. 

California linderiella 
Linderiella occidentalis

CSC Seasonal pools in unplowed grasslands with
old alluvial soils underlain by hardpan or in
sandstone depressions.  Water in the pools
has very low alkalinity and conductivity. 

Not Present.  The Project Area does not
contain suitable seasonal wetland or vernal
pool habitat

vernal pool tadpole shrimp
Lepidurus packardi

FE Inhabits vernal pools containing clear to highly
turbid water

Not Present.  The Project Area does not
contain suitable seasonal wetland or vernal
pool habitat. 

valley elderberry longhorn
beetle
Desmocerus californicus
dimorphus

FT Associated with blue elderberry shrubs.  Lay
eggs in elderberries 2-8 inches in diameter.

Moderate Potential.  Blue elderberry
shrubs occur within the Project Area
boundary, however, previous surveys failed
to yield evidence of VELB habitation within
elderberries in the vicinity of the Project
Area (DWR 2000). 
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molestan blister beetle
Lytta molesta

CSC Inhabits the central valley of California, from
Contra Costa to Kern and Tulare counties.
Found in vernal pool vegetation.  

Not Present.  The Project Area does not
contain suitable seasonal wetland or vernal
pool habitat.  If temporary pools form in
grasslands or in the floodplain north of the
Project Area, these areas may have
potential to support vernal pool species. 

PLANTS

PLANT SPECIES STATUS HABITAT BLOOMING
PERIOD

POTENTIAL FOR OCCURRENCE

Henderson’s bent grass
Agrostis hendersonii

List 3 Mesic valley and foothill
grassland, vernal pools. 
70-305 m.

April-May Not Present. Single occurrence in area
considered likely extirpated.

vernal pool saltbush
Atriplex persistens

List 1B Alkaline vernal pools. 
10-115 m.

June-October Not Present.  Vernal pools are not present
within the Project Area, though they may
occur in the vicinity of the Project Area.

Hoover’s calycadenia
Calycadenia hooveri

List 1B Cismontane woodland, rocky
valley and foothill grassland.
65-300 m.

July-September Unlikely.  Species prefers exposed
sandstone outcrops, which are lacking in
Project Area. 

succulent owl’s clover
Castilleja campestris ssp.
succulenta

FT, SE,
List 1B

Vernal pools, often on acidic
soils.  50-750 m.

April-May Not Present.  Vernal pools are not present
within the Project Area, though they may
occur in the vicinity of the Project Area.

Hoover’s spurge
Chamasesyce hooveri

List 1B Vernal pools. 20-250 m. July-September Not Present.  Vernal pools are not present
within the Project Area, though they may
occur in the vicinity of the Project Area.

beaked clarkia
Clarkia rostrata List 1B

Cismontane woodland, valley
and foothill grassland.
60-500 m.

April-May Unlikely.  Site is at far end of species’ range,
but suitable bluff habitat may be present.
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Ewan’s larkspur
Delphinium hansenii var.
ewanianum

List 4 Rocky cismontane woodland,
rocky valley and foothill
grassland. 60-600 m.

March-May Unlikely.  Species is found mainly in
association with soil mounds, which are
lacking in the Project Area.

dwarf downingia
Downingia pusilla

List 2 Mesic valley and foothill
grassland, vernal pools. 
1-445 m.

March-May Not Present.  Vernal pools are not present
within the Project Area, though they may
occur in the vicinity of the Project Area.

Delta button-celery
Eryngium racemosum

List 1B Riparian scrub.  3-30 m. June-September Not Present. Site is outside known range of
this species.

spiny-sepaled button-
celery
Eryngium spinosepalum

List 1B Valley and foothill grassland,
vernal pools.  80-255 m.

April-May Unlikely.  Site is outside preferred range of
this species but suitable habitat may be
present in the Project Area.

stinkbells 
Fritillaria agrestis

List 4 Chaparral, cismontane
woodland, valley and foothill
grassland, clay or serpentinite.
10-1555 m.

March-June Not Present. Suitable clay or serpentinite
habitat is lacking in the Project Area.

Boggs Lake hedge-
hyssop
Gratiola heterosepala

SE,
List 1B

Marshes and swamps, lake
margins, vernal pools with clay
soils.  10-2375 m.

April-August Not Present. Suitable marsh, swamp or clay
soil habitat is lacking in the Project Area.

hogwallow starfish
Hesperevax caulescens

List 4 Valley and foothill grassland,
mesic clay, or shallow vernal
pools. 0-505 m.

March-June Not Present. Found primarily on clay soils,
which are not present in the Project Area.

legenere 
Legenere limosa

List 1B Vernal pools. 1-880 m. April-June Not Present.  Vernal pools are not present
within the Project Area, though they may
occur in the vicinity of the Project Area.

Merced Monardella
Monardella leucocephala

List 1A Valley and foothill grassland,
sandy or mesic. 35-100 m.

May-August Not Present. Presumed extinct.

pincushion navarretia
Navarretia myersii ssp.
myersii

List 1B Vernal pools.  20-330 m. May Not Present.  Vernal pools are not present
within the Project Area, though they may
occur in the vicinity of the Project Area.
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shining navarretia
Navarretia nigelliformis
ssp. radians

List 1B Cismontane woodland, valley
and foothill grassland, vernal
pools.  90-1000 m.

May-July Unlikely.  Grassland habitat present within
the Project Area but seasonal grazing may
limit occurrences of this species.

Colusa grass
Neostapfia colusana

FT, SE,
List 1B

Adobe vernal pools.  5-200 m. May-August Not Present.  Vernal pools are not present
within the Project Area, though they may
occur in the vicinity of the Project Area.

San Joaquin Valley
Orcutt grass
Orcuttia inaequalis

FT, SE,
List 1B

Vernal pools.  10-755 m. April-September Not Present.  Vernal pools are not present
within the Project Area, though they may
occur in the vicinity of the Project Area.

hairy Orcutt grass
Orcuttia pilosa

FE, SE,
List 1B

Vernal pools.  55-200 m. May-September Not Present.  Vernal pools are not present
within the Project Area, though they may
occur in the vicinity of the Project Area.

Merced phacelia
Phacelia ciliata var.
opaca

List 1B Valley and foothill grassland
with clay soils.  60-150 m.

February-May Unlikely. Grassland and hydric soils may be 
present within the Project Area, but seasonal
grazing may limit occurrences of this species.

Hartweg’s golden
sunburst
Pseudobahia bahiifolia

FE, SE,
List 1B

Cismontane woodland, valley
and foothill grassland on clay
soils.  15-150 m.

March-April Unlikely.  Grassland and hydric soils may be
present within the Project Area, but seasonal
grazing may limit occurrences of this species.

Sanford’s arrowhead
Sagittaria sanfordii

List 1B Marshes and swamps,
assorted shallow freshwater
habitats.  0-610 m.

May-October Not Present.  Suitable freshwater habitat is
not present within the Project Area, but may
occur in the vicinity of the Project Area.

Keck’s checkerbloom
Sidalcea keckii

List 1B Valley and foothill grassland
(serpentinite), cismontane
woodland. 120-425 m.

April-May Not Present.  Suitable woodland or
serpentinite habitat is lacking in the Project
Area.

Greene’s tuctoria
Tuctoria greenei

FE,
List 1B

Vernal pools.  30-1070 m. May-September Not Present.  Vernal pools are not present
within the Project Area, though they may
occur in the vicinity of the Project Area.
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* Key to status codes:
FE Federal Endangered
FT Federal Threatened
FC Federal Candidate
FD Federal De-listed
FPD Federal Proposed for De-listing
NMFS Species under the Jurisdiction of the National Marine Fisheries Service
BCC USFWS Birds of Conservation Concern 
SE State Endangered
ST State Threatened
SR State Rare
CSC CDFG Species of Special Concern
CFP CDFG Fully Protected Animal
None              No status given but rookery sites are monitored by CDFG
WBWG Western Bat Working Group High Priority species
SLC Species of Local Concern 
List 1A CNPS List 1A: Plants presumed extinct in California
List 1B CNPS List 1B: Plants rare, threatened or endangered in California and elsewhere
List 2 CNPS List 2:  Plants rare, threatened, or endangered in California, but more common elsewhere
List 3 CNPS List 3:  Plants about which CNPS needs more information (a review list)



APPENDIX C

REPRESENTATIVE PROJECT AREA PHOTOGRAPHS



Above: Looking southwest at ruderal non-native
vegetation (foreground) along the northern portion of the
Project Area.
Below: Potential American badger burrow located within
the Project Area.
Photographs taken at Robinson Ranch, September 2007.



Above: Looking north at ruderal and disced habitat from
the southern project boundary (southwest corner of
project area)
Below: Ruderal vegetation on top of terrace looking west
from northeast corner of project area (SR 59 bridge in
background)
Photographs taken at Robinson Ranch, July 2007.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 
This report summarizes the methods and results of additional sensitive biological resource surveys and 
habitat assessments conducted on and in the vicinity of the proposed Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Project 
Site (project site).  A previous biological resources report was prepared by Wetlands Research Associates 
(WRA) of San Rafael, California.  This report provides additional and/or more in-depth sensitive 
biological resource information intended to augment WRA’s original report.  This report was prepared to 
provide additional information requested in early agency comments letters received by the County 
regarding the proposed project. 
   
The approximately 42-acre project site is located just south of the Merced River and east of Highway 59 
in northeast Merced County, California (Figures 1 and 2).  The project site encompasses lower and upper 
terrace habitat and the adjoining slope face immediately adjacent to the active floodplain of the Merced 
River (Figure 2).  The site is adjacent to, but outside of the rivers 100-year floodplain.  Predominant 
habitats within the project site include disked or disturbed ruderal habitat, annual grasslands, and low-
density valley oak woodlands along the slope face.  
 
For this report, ‘project site’ refers to the 42-acre proposed mining site, ‘100’ buffer zone’ refers to a 100’ 
wide buffer surrounding the project site that will not be directly impacted by mining activities, and 
‘project parcel’ refers to the larger 321-acre legal parcel within which the project site is situated. 
 
This report specifically addresses potential sensitive biological resource issues that were identified in 
letters prepared by the California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG) (dated March 20, 2008), U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) (dated April 23, 2008), and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
(USACE) (dated March 31, 2008) and submitted to the Merced County Planning Department in response 
to its early referral letter circulated to these agencies describing the proposed project and Conditional Use 
Permit.  These potential issues include: 
 

• Wetlands and other waters including riparian habitats and vernal pools under potential 
federal, state or local jurisdiction; 

• Elderberry shrubs (Sambucus mexicana) on or adjacent to the site as host plant to the 
federally threatened valley elderberry longhorn beetle (Desmocerus californicus dimorphus); 

• Valley oaks (Quercus lobata) and other oaks trees on or adjacent to the site with a diameter-
at-breast-height (dbh) of at least 5 inches under potential state or local jurisdiction; 

• Special-status plant species associated with the soil and/or habitat types; 
• Potential habitat for federally-listed vernal pool large branchiopods (fairy and tadpole shrimp) 

on or within 250 feet of the project site; 
• Potential breeding habitat for the federal threatened California tiger salamander (Ambystoma 

californiense) on or within 1.24 miles of the project site; 
• Potential aquatic and upland nesting habitat for western pond turtle (Clemmys marmorata), a 

state species of special concern; 
• Potential foraging or denning habitat for the federal endangered and state threatened San 

Joaquin kit fox (Vulpes macrotis mutica) on or in the vicinity of the project site; 
• Active nest sites for the state threatened Swainson’s hawk (Buteo swainsonii) and other 

protected raptors on or in the vicinity of the project site; 
• Active nesting burrows of the western burrowing owl (Athene cunicularia hypugaea), a state 

species of special concern, on or adjacent to the project site.    
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2.0 METHODS 
 
The information presented in this report was gathered through review of existing information combined 
with both protocol- and reconnaissance-level field surveys for the targeted sensitive biological resources. 
 
2.1 Review of Existing Information 
 
Various project documents and other existing information relevant to the proposed project and the 
targeted sensitive resources were reviewed prior to conducting field surveys.  These documents and other 
information included: 
 

• Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan (prepared by Santa Fe Land Planning, 
January 2008); 

• Biological Resources Assessment, Robinson Ranch Mine (prepared by Wetlands Research 
Associates, September 2007); 

• Wildlife and Rare Plant Ecology of Eastern Merced County’s Vernal Pool Grasslands 
(Vollmar Consulting 2002); 

• Results of biological surveys conducted by Vollmar Consulting from 2000-2008 on other 
nearby project sites within the Merced River corridor or adjacent uplands;    

• CDFG, USFWS and USACE Review Letters in response to the Project Conditional Use 
Permit Application and Reclamation Plan circulated by the Merced County Planning 
Department; the review letters are dated March 20, April 23, March 31, 2008, respectively; 

• Site aerial photograph provided by EnviroMINE (July 2008); 
• Soil Survey of Merced Area, California (USDA 1991); 
• Current federal survey and site assessment protocols for federally-listed vernal pool large 

branchiopods, California tiger salamander, San Joaquin kit fox, and elderberry shrubs; 
• Current state survey protocols for Swainson’s hawk, western burrowing owl, other raptors, 

oak trees, and special-status plants; 
• Occurrence records from the California Natural Diversity Data Base (CNDDB 2008) for the 

targeted special-status species within a 10-mile radius of the project site; 
• Occurrence records from California Native Plant Society’s Electronic Inventory of Rare and 

Endangered Plants of California (CNPS 2008) for the targeted special-status plant species 
within a 5-mile radius of the project site. 

 
2.2 Surveys and Site Assessments 
 
Biologists from Vollmar Consulting conducted field surveys on April 18-20 and June 19-21, 2008.  A 
combination of protocol- and reconnaissance-level field surveys were conducted for the targeted sensitive 
biological resources as described below. 
 
2.2.1 Plant Community Mapping  
 
The dominant plant communities within and surrounding the project site were mapped onto the project 
site base map and characterized.  A site aerial photograph was used for initial mapping which was then 
ground-truthed during field surveys. 
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2.2.2 Mapping and Characterization of Potential Jurisdictional Wetlands, Other Waters and Riparian 
Habitats 
 
Potential jurisdictional wetlands and other waters, including seasonal or perennial wetlands and riparian 
habitats, on or within 100 feet of the project site were mapped and characterized but not formally 
delineated.  The apparent boundaries of all potential jurisdictional features were mapped in the field using 
a professional GPS unit with submeter accuracy (Trimble GeoXT).  The survey also checked for the 
presence of vernal pools on or within 250 feet of the project site.   
 
2.2.3 Elderberry Shrub Mapping and Inventory 
 
The project site and a surrounding 100-foot buffer zone were thoroughly surveyed in the field for the 
presence of elderberry shrubs.  All shrubs encountered were mapped using a professional GPS unit, 
inventoried by stem diameter size class, and inspected for the presence of potential valley longhorn beetle 
exit holes following surveys guidelines described in the federal Conservation Guidelines for the Valley 
Elderberry Beetle published by USFWS (1999a).   
 
2.2.4 Oak Tree Mapping and Inventory 
 
The project site and a 100-foot buffer zone around the site were thoroughly surveyed in the field for the 
presence of oak trees.  All trees with a dbh of at least 5 inches were identified to species, mapped using a 
professional GPS unit, and the dbh recorded.  The 5-inch dbh threshold follows guidelines in the 
California Oak Woodlands Conservation Act (COWCA) of 2001. 
 
2.2.5 Special-status Plant Surveys 
 
A survey for special-status plants was conducted during peak spring bloom on April 18, 2008.  Senior 
botanist John Vollmar walked the entire project site and surveyed for occurrences or potential habitat for 
targeted special-status plant species.  A list of plant species occurring on the project site was previously 
developed by WRA and was not repeated during this survey.  
 
2.2.6 Federally-listed Vernal Pool Large Branchiopod Habitat Assessment 
 
During the surveys and mapping of potential jurisdictional wetlands, specific attention was given to 
searching for vernal pools on or within 250 feet of the project site providing potential habitat for 
federally-listed large branchiopods (fairy and tadpole shrimp). 
 
2.2.7 California Tiger Salamander Site Assessment   
 
Current federal survey guidelines to determine presence or absence of CTS from a project site (USFWS 
2003) require an initial site assessment to determine potential for CTS occurrence on or in the vicinity of 
the project site followed by CTS larval or adult surveys within and surrounding suitable breeding ponds if 
there is potential for occurrence.  A site assessment following USFWS guidelines was conducted for this 
report and may be used by USFWS to determine the need for larval or adult CTS surveys. 
 
The specific information that must be included in the site assessment is as follows: 
 

1) Determine if the project site is within the known range of CTS; 
2) Identify the known occurrences of CTS on or within 3.1 miles of the project site based on 

CNDDB, USFWS, and other occurrences records; 
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3) Describe the aquatic and upland habitats on and within 1.24 miles of the project site 
including any potential breeding sites and suitable upland sheltering habitat; 

 
This information should be included in a report that also includes: site photographs; field survey dates, 
times and names of surveyors; methods for completing the site assessment; a list of known CTS 
occurrences within 3.1 mile of the site; a site map showing habitat conditions; and vicinity map showing 
areas within a 5-mile radius of the project site.    
 
Prior to visiting the site, project biologists reviewed the CNDDB and in-house regional survey reports for 
documented CTS breeding sites within 3.1 miles of the project site, and reviewed aerial photography for 
potential breeding sites within 1.24 miles of the project site.  On April 19, John Vollmar conducted field 
surveys of areas within 1.24 miles of the project site to check for and characterize site habitats including 
potential CTS breeding sites and upland sheltering habitat. 
         
2.2.8 Western Pond Turtle Surveys and Habitat Assessment 
 
There are no current official guidelines for conducting WPT surveys.  Prior to visiting the site, project 
biologists reviewed the CNDDB and in-house regional survey reports for documented WPT occurrences 
within a 5-mile radius of the project site.  During field surveys, the biologists conducted incidental 
surveys for WPT along the Merced River and within the project site.   
 
2.2.9 San Joaquin Kit Fox Site Assessment  
 
Current federal survey guidelines to determine presence or absence of SJKF from a project site (within 
SJKF’s northern range) (USFWS 1999b) require an initial early evaluation to determine potential for 
SJKF occurrence on or in the vicinity of the project site based on known regional occurrences and habitat 
conditions, followed by field surveys if USFWS determines there is potential for occurrence.  An early 
evaluation following USFWS guidelines was conducted for this report and may be used by USFWS to 
determine the need for additional surveys.   
 
The specific information that must be included in the early evaluation is as follows: 
 

1) A brief description of the proposed project and a site map.  The project description includes 
the project name, county where the project is located, estimated project size (acres), and 
estimated acreage of potential kit fox habitat.  The map shows the precise location of the 
project site, any known kit fox sightings or den occurrences, and the extent of potential kit 
fox habitat on the site; 

2) A compilation of SJKF sighting records maintained by CDFG and USFWS within a 10-mile 
radius of the project site; 

3) A description of the vegetation communities found on the project site using CNDDB 
classifications; 

4) A description of the continuity of vegetation communities between the project site and the 
areas within a 10-mile radius of the site; 

5) An assessment of the habitat suitability of the project site for SJKF foraging and denning 
based on completion of a walking transect throughout the site; 

6) An analysis of the potential adverse effects of the project on SJKF, if any; 
7) Recommendations for mitigating any potential adverse effects, where applicable; 
8) An analysis of cumulative effects, if any.      
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Prior to visiting the site, project biologists reviewed the CNDDB and in-house regional survey reports for 
documented SJKF occurrences and existing habitat types within a 10-mile radius of the project site.  On 
April 18 and June 19-21, 2008, biologist Vir McCoy surveyed the project site to map and characterize 
habitat types and the suitability of these habitats to support SJKF foraging or denning. 
 
2.2.10 Western Burrowing Owl Site Assessment and Nesting Surveys  
 
The California Burrowing Owl Consortium developed recommended surveys guidelines for determining 
presence or absence of burrowing owl from a project site (CBOC 1993).  These guidelines have been 
endorsed by CDFG in a staff report (CDFG 1995).  The guidelines identify four surveys phases.  Phase I 
involves completion of a burrowing owl habitat assessment on and within 500 feet of a project site 
(survey area).  Phase II involves conducting a site survey to check for the presence of potential owl 
burrows within the survey area provided owl habitat exists on the site (as determined in Phase I).  The 
survey is conducting by walking transects across the site spaced at roughly 100 foot intervals to detect 
potential owl burrows.  Phase III involves conducting breeding season surveys for nesting owls provided 
potential burrows sites exist in the survey area (as determined in Phase II).  Surveys are conducted on at 
least four separate days during the peak nesting season (April 15-July 15) from two hours before to one 
hour after sunset or from one hour before to two hours after sunrise.  Phase IV involves write-up of the 
survey results.       
 
Following these guidelines, biologists Vir McCoy and John Vollmar walked the entire survey area on 
April 18 to assess habitat suitability for owls and search for potential owl burrows.  Mr. McCoy also 
conducted surveys for nesting owls on the mornings of April 19 and June 20-21.  John Vollmar conducted 
an additional survey on the morning of April 20.  
 
2.2.11 Swainson’s Hawk Nesting Surveys 
 
The Swainson’s Hawk Technical Advisory Committee (SHTAC) developed recommended surveys 
guidelines for determining presence or absence of nesting Swainson’s hawks from a project site (SHTAC 
2000).  These guidelines have been endorsed by CDFG.  The guidelines identify five surveys periods 
(Period I [Jan 1-Mar 20], Period II [Mar 20-Apr 5], Period III [Apr 5-Apr 20], Period IV – Apr 21-Jun 
10], and Period V – Jun 10-Jul 30]).  To detect new nest sites, surveys must be conducted during the two 
survey periods immediately preceding project initiation (excluding Period IV when hawks are on the nests 
and hard to detect).  During each survey period, surveys must be conducted on a minimum of three 
separate days from sunrise to noon or 4 pm to sunset.  Surveys must be conducted on and within ½ mile 
of the project site by either walking or driving slowly through the survey area and scanning for nest sites 
or active hawks using high-powered binoculars and a spotting scope. 
 
Following these guidelines, biologists Vir McCoy and John Vollmar conducted surveys on April 18-20 
and June 19-21 (six separate days) from sunrise to noon.  The survey area included the project site and 
areas within ½ mile of the project site that could be viewed from the site or nearby accessible roads.  
Surveys were conducted by touring the survey area and using binoculars to scan trees for nest sites and 
open areas for soaring or foraging Swainson’s hawks.  The two survey periods were within Survey 
Periods III and V as defined in the SHTAC recommended survey guidelines. 
 
2.2.12 Other Raptor Nesting Surveys 
 
Surveys for nests of other raptor species were conducted concurrently with the Swainson’s hawk surveys.  
All documented nests sites were mapped onto a project site map.  Observations of soaring or foraging 
raptors were also recorded.     
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3.0 RESULTS 
 
Table 1 provides a summary of the key findings of the surveys and habitat assessments conducted for this 
report. Figure 3 is a project site map showing the vegetation communities and occurrences of sensitive 
biological resources documented on the project site.  Figure 4 is a project vicinity map showing known 
occurrences of California tiger salamander, San Joaquin kit fox, Swainson’s hawk, and western pond 
turtle within a 10-mile radius of the project site.  Representative site photographs are included in 
Appendix A.   
 
Each of the potential sensitive biological resource issues identified in Table 1 is described in more detail 
in separate sections below.  Note that this report focuses only on those sensitive biological resources 
identified in Table 1.  The previous report prepared by WRA provides a more comprehensive assessment 
of potential sensitive biological resource issues.  This report is intended to augment the findings of 
WRA’s original report and to address early project comments provided by CDFG, USACE and USFWS. 
 
For this report, ‘project site’ refers to the 42-acre proposed mining site, ‘100’ buffer zone’ refers to a 100’ 
wide buffer surrounding the project site that will not be directly impacted by mining activities, and 
‘project parcel’ refers to the larger 321-acre legal parcel within which the project site is situated. 
 
3.1 Overview of Site Environmental Setting 
 
The approximately 42-acre project site is within a larger 321-acre project parcel on the Robinson Ranch.  
The project site is adjacent to but outside of the 100-year floodplain of the Merced River.  The site 
encompasses three distinct areas including ‘lower terrace’ in the northern and western portions of the site, 
‘upper terrace’ in the southern and eastern portions of the site, and moderately steep to steep ‘slope face’ 
joining the two (Figure 3).  Elevation on the site ranges from 192 feet to 254 feet above mean sea level. 
 
The lower terrace has sandy to gravelly soils composed of recently deposited river wash or Delhi sands.  
This area supports primarily ruderal habitat that has been subject to past disturbance from mining, 
construction and maintenance of dirt access roads, and other land uses.  Currently, some areas remain 
sparsely to not vegetated.  Vegetated areas generally support a mix of non-native annual grasses and 
herbaceous weeds.  There are some scattered riparian trees and tree clusters in this area including valley 
oaks, Fremont’s cottonwoods, Goodding’s black willows, and arroyo willows.  
 
The upper terrace has sandy and sandy loam soils though there is one small area of Peters clay along the 
northeastern edge of the site.  The upper terrace has disked or ruderal fields as shown on Figure 3.  The 
disked areas consist of turned, generally bare soil with intermixed ruderal plants.  The remaining areas 
generally support a dense cover of non-native annual grasses and herbaceous weeds. 
 
The slope face has sandy to sandy-loam soils.  Portions of this area have been subject to the least 
disturbance and support the most intact natural plant communities on the site.  The predominant plant 
community is non-native annual grasslands with a relatively low cover of weedy herbs.  Most of the 
valley oaks and elderberry shrubs mapped on or adjacent to the site occur along the slope face. 
 
Surrounding lands consist of the Merced River to the north of the project site, an almond orchard to the 
south, and a mix of irrigated and non-irrigated hayfields to the east and southeast.  The nearest open 
annual grasslands with associated vernal pools are approximately 1.1 miles to the south beyond the 
farmed hayfields and orchard.  The Merced Irrigation District Main Canal runs east to west between the 
farmed areas and the open grasslands. 
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Table 1. Summary of key results of sensitive biological resource surveys and habitat assessments 
conducted during spring 2008 by Vollmar Consulting for the Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Project, 
Northeastern Merced County, California.  
 

Sensitive Biological 
Resource Key Survey and Site Assessment Results 
Potential Jurisdictional 
Wetlands and Other Waters 
(subject to regulation under 
Section 404 or 401 of the 
Clean Water Act) 

• There are no potential jurisdictional wetlands or other waters on the project site. 
• There are no vernal pools on or within 250 feet of the project site. 

Potential Jurisdictional 
Riparian Habitats and 
Stream Corridors (subject to 
regulation under Section 
1601 [Stream Alteration] of 
the State Fish and Game 
Code) 

• Stands of willow riparian woodland are adjacent to but outside of the northern edge of 
the project site within the 100’ project buffer zone along the edge of the Merced River 
100-year floodplain. 

• Mitigation for potential impacts to the Merced River floodplain and associated riparian 
woodlands includes establishing and maintaining silt fencing along the edge of the 
floodplain and establishing and maintaining exclusion fencing within 100 feet of the 
edge of all riparian habitat adjacent to the project site. 

• Individuals and small stands of the riparian trees including Fremont’s cottonwood 
(Populus fremontii), Goodding’s black willow (Salix goodingii), and arroyo willow 
(Salix lasiolepis) occur within the project site but these may not be regulated as 
‘riparian habitat’ by CDFG since they are not associated with a river or stream 
corridor. 

• CDFG, in its review letter, notes an ‘unnamed blue-line stream on the western 
boundary of the Project site’.  However, there is no eroded stream channel in this area 
other than ruts along a graded dirt road caused by run-off from adjacent Highway 59. 

Elderberry Shrubs • 3 elderberry shrubs with stems > 1-inch basal diameter occur on the project site. 
• 33 elderberry shrubs with stems > 1-inch basal diameter occur within a 100-foot 

buffer surrounding the site.  These shrubs are concentrated along the western and 
northeastern edges of the site. 

• Mitigation for removal of the three elderberry shrubs within the project site follows 
USFWS guidelines (USFWS 1999a) and include establishing a protected 
Conservation Area with a minimum area of 16,200 square feet, transplanting the three 
elderberry shrubs and planting an additional 42 elderberry seedlings or cuttings and 42 
seedlings or cuttings of other native riparian shrubs or trees in the Conservation Area. 

Oak Trees • 17 valley oaks with a dbh of >5 inches occur within the project site, concentrated 
along the slope face in the NW of the site. 

• 27 valley oaks with a dbh of >5 inches occur within a 100-foot buffer surrounding the 
project site, concentrated along the northeastern edge. 

• No other oak tree species occur on or adjacent to the project site. 
• Mitigation for removal of the 17 oaks within the project site will be provided by 

planting 85 oaks along the recontoured and restored slope face after mining activities 
are completed in a given area of the site.  

• No additional mitigation measures are proposed since the project will result in only 
temporary loss of oak woodland habitat and ultimately will result in a net increase of 
habitat since currently very steep slope face areas will be recontoured with a more 
gentle slope more conducive to oak establishment. 

Special-status Plants • No special-status plant species were found on the project site or are likely to occur 
based on a lack of suitable habitat for the targeted species. 

Federally-listed Vernal Pool 
Large Branchiopods 

• There are no vernal pools on or within 250 feet of the project site and therefore no 
potential habitat for any federally-listed vernal pool large branchiopods (fairy and 
tadpole shrimp).  No mitigation for potential impacts is required or proposed. 
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Sensitive Biological 
Resource Key Survey and Site Assessment Results 
California Tiger Salamander • There are no potential CTS breeding ponds on the project site. 

• The nearest potential breeding ponds are approximately 1.1 miles to the south 
consisting of man-made seasonal ponds formed along the toe of the MID Main Canal 
berm. 

• The nearest documented CTS occurrence is within a canal berm pond approximately 
1.7 miles SE of the project site. 

• The Site Assessment concludes CTS are not expected to occur or migrate onto the 
project site from potential breeding ponds due to the presence of continuous farmed 
hayfields and orchards between these ponds and the project site and lack of good 
sheltering habitat on the site. 

• No mitigation measures are proposed since CTS are not expected to occur on site. 
Western Pond Turtle • WPT have been documented along the Merced River in the immediate vicinity of the 

project site. 
• There are no suitable WPT ponds on or within one mile of the project site 
• WPT have low potential to occur on the site due to a lack of suitable ponds on the site 

and the lack of slow-moving backwater areas along the Merced River in the vicinity of 
the project site. 

• Silt fencing will be established and maintained along the edge of the Merced River 
floodplain to inhibit WPT from moving onto the site. 

San Joaquin Kit Fox • There is one documented SJKF occurrence within 10 miles of the project site, located 
approximately 9 miles to the SW near the town of Atwater; there are two other 
occurrences located approximately 10.5 miles to the SE of the site in open grasslands 
east of Merced. 

• Most of the project site encompasses lower terrace or slope face habitat that is not 
preferred habitat for SJKF. 

• Most of the remainder of the site as well as a one-mile wide tract to the SE of the site 
consists of actively farmed or disked fields. 

• The Site Assessment concludes SJKF is unlikely to occur on the site due the minimal 
number of known occurrences in the project region, the distance of these occurrences 
from the project site, and the generally poor foraging or denning habitat on the project 
site.  No mitigation measures are proposed since there are no expected SJKF impacts. 

Western Burrowing Owl • No WBOs or likely WBO burrows were observed on or within 500 feet of the project 
site and WBO are not expected to occur on or within 500 feet of the site. 

• No mitigation measures are proposed since there are no expected WBO impacts. 
Swainson’s Hawk • No active Swainson’s hawk nests or soaring or foraging individuals were observed on 

or within a ½ mile radius of the project site.  
• Two Swainson’s hawk nests have been documented in the project vicinity along the 

Merced River, 1.0 and 1.25 miles to the ENE, respectively. 
• There is a red-tailed hawk nest documented near the center of the site which may 

discourage Swainson’s hawks from nesting on the site.  
• The project site provides low potential foraging habitat for Swainson’s hawks due to 

low prey base (few small mammal burrows observed on the site). 
• A nesting survey will be conducted prior to initiation of mining activities, only if 

project initiation occurs during breeding season.  If any nests occur, measures will be 
implemented to minimize nest disturbance prior to fledging. 

Other Nesting Raptors • One potential red-tailed hawk (Buteo jamaicensis) nest was documented within the 
project site in a valley oak along the slope face.  

• A white-tailed kite (Elanus leucurus) was observed soaring in the project vicinity 
across the Merced River but no active nest was found.  

• A nesting survey will be conducted prior to initiation of mining activities, only if 
project initiation occurs during nesting season.  If any nests occur, measures will be 
implemented to minimize nest disturbance prior to fledging. 
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3.2 Vegetation Communities  
 
Four different vegetation communities plus three elderberry shrubs were identified and mapped within the 
project site. Five different vegetation communities plus elderberry shrubs were identified and mapped on 
surrounding lands adjacent to the project site.  Table 2 provides a description of these communities.  
Figures 2 and 3 show the distribution of these communities on and adjacent to the site.   
 
Most of the site consists of highly disturbed disked or ruderal habitat.  The most intact natural community 
occurs along the slope face, which has been subject to less past disturbance than other areas of the site.  
This area supports a relatively intact annual grassland community with some scattered valley oaks and 
three elderberry shrubs within the project site.  Numerous additional valley oaks and elderberry shrubs 
occur in the 100’ buffer zone adjacent to the project site.   
 
3.3 Potential Sensitive Biological Resources 
 
3.3.1 Potential Jurisdictional Wetlands and Other Waters 
 
‘Jurisdictional’ wetlands and other waters are subject to regulation by USACE and the Regional Water 
Quality Control Board (RWQCB) under Sections 404 and 401, respectively, of the Clean Water Act.  
Jurisdictional wetlands and other waters are regulated only from their jurisdictional boundaries.  There is 
no provision under Section 404 or 401 for the protection or regulation of a buffer zone extending into the 
uplands adjacent to a jurisdictional boundary.   
 
No potential jurisdictional wetlands or other waters occur on the project site.   
 
No vernal pools occur on or within 250 feet of the project site.  The substrates that occur on and adjacent 
to the site do not have underlying hardpans and are thus not conducive to vernal pool formation. 
 
3.3.2 Potential Jurisdictional Riparian Habitats and Stream Corridors 
 
Stream corridors and their associated riparian habitats are regulated by CDFG under Section 1600 
(Stream Alteration) of the State Fish and Game Code.  As described above, the edge of the Merced River 
floodplain is adjacent to but outside of the northern boundary of the project site with intermittent stands of 
willow riparian woodland occurring within the 100’ project buffer zone.   In its project review letter, 
CDFG notes the proximity of the project site to the Merced River floodplain and states, “The riparian 
vegetation along waterways should be protected with a 200-foot no disturbance buffer delineation from 
the high water mark of each surface water body” and that “A 100-foot-no-disturbance buffer around the 
high water mark of each surface water channel that has no riparian vegetation”.  In its letter, CDFG also 
notes an ‘unnamed blue-line stream on the western boundary of the Project site’.  However, there is no 
eroded stream channel in this area other than ruts along a graded dirt road caused by run-off from adjacent 
Highway 59. 
 
The proposed mining activities will not excavate below the elevation of the edge of the Merced River 
floodplain nor will these activities cause direct impacts to the riparian woodlands adjacent to the project 
site.  .   
 
To minimize potential indirect impacts to the floodplain and riparian habitats, the project will capture and 
re-circulate all water used within the project site as part of the mining activities such that no mining water 
enters the Merced River floodplain through surface flow.  Also, a silt fence will be established along the 
entire northern edge of the project site where it abuts the Merced River floodplain.   
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Table 2. Vegetation Communities on and adjacent to the Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Project Site, 
Northeastern Merced County, California. 
 

Vegetation Community Description 
On Project Site  
Disked Field 
(Upper Terrace) 

Recently disked ruderal habitat on upper terrace.  Consisted of bare 
turned soils with intermixed non-native annual grasses and herbaceous 
weeds 

Ruderal Habitat  
(Upper Terrace) 

Weedy, ruderal habitat in non-disked areas on upper terrace.  Dominated 
by a mix of non-native annual grasses and herbaceous weeds. 

Ruderal Habitat  
(Lower Terrace) 

Weedy, ruderal habitat along the lower terrace adjacent to the Merced 
River floodplain. Area subject to significant past disturbance by mining, 
road construction, and other uses.  Some areas are bare or sparsely 
vegetated, other areas support a dense cover of mixed non-native annual 
grasses and herbaceous weeds. 

Non-native Annual Grassland  
(Slope face) 

Non-native annual grassland with some intermixed herbaceous weeds 
along the slope face.  This community is the most intact on the site due 
to fewer disturbances.       

Valley Oak Woodland 
(Slope face) 

Scattered individuals and small clusters of valley oaks occurring 
primarily along the slope face. 

Elderberry Shrubs Three elderberry shrubs with stems greater than 1 inch occur within the 
project site along the toe of the slope face near the center of the site. 

Adjacent to Project Site  
Willow Riparian Woodland Stands of riparian woodlands abutting the northern boundary of the 

project site along the edge of the Merced River floodplain.  Dominated 
by willows but also supporting box elders, alders, and other riparian 
trees. 

Merced River Floodplain Open, scoured floodplain and river channels of the Merced River 
extending from the northern edge of the project site. 

Farmed Hayfield Dry-farmed hayfield extending east and southeast from the edge of the 
project site on the upper terrace. 

Almond Orchard Recently planted almond orchard extending south from the edge of the 
project site. 

Valley Oak Woodland Dense clusters of valley oaks along the slope face immediately adjacent 
to the project site in the 100’ buffer zone to the northeast and west of the 
project site. 

Elderberry Shrubs Clusters of elderberry shrubs along the slope face adjacent to the project 
site in the 100’ buffer zone.  These shrubs occur adjacent to the northern 
and western boundaries of the project site. 
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3.3.3 Elderberry Shrubs 

The valley elderberry longhorn beetle (VELB) is closely associated with blue elderberry (Sambucus 
mexicana), which is an obligate host plant for the beetle larvae.  Adult beetles exhibit a preference for 
stressed or unhealthy elderberry bushes, and bushes with large trunks and branches (5-20 centimeters).  

The three elderberry bushes found within the Project Area are isolated.  Two of the elderberry bushes are 
surrounded by disturbed land while the other is located near oak trees.  These shrubs are located 
approximately 200 and 550 apart.  One shrub is located about 600 feet from the nearest grouping of 
elderberries (within the 100’ buffer zone along the western project boundary) while the other two bushes 
are located over 1,000 feet from this grouping.  VELB colonization of isolated sites or drainages is 
constrained by limited dispersal (Collinge et al. 2001).  The draft South Sacramento Habitat Conservation 
Plan, citing Collinge, states that isolated elderberry shrubs separated from contiguous habitat by extensive 
development are not typically considered to provide viable habitat for VELB.  Likewise, Barr (1991) 
found that the beetle preferred situations where groups of plants are not isolated from each other.  Review 
of literature consisted of peer-reviewed scientific papers, Federal Register notices, the Recovery Plan for 
VELB, and the Draft Sacramento Habitat Conservation Plan. 

No occurrences of the species have been documented within five miles of the Project Area (CNDDB 
2007). Informal surveys conducted by DWR in 2000 in the Merced River floodplain in the vicinity of the 
Project Area yielded no VELB findings.   A Robinson Project Elderberry Survey spreadsheet, provided 
by DWR, contained data for 79 elderberry bushes with no observations of VELB bore or exit holes on the 
branches.  Surveys were conducted in March and April of 2000 by S. Juarez, A. Lester, and J. Vance.  
DWR believes the elderberry survey area covered portions of the Robinson Ranch Project Area. 

On October 2, 2006, the USFWS announced their recommendation to remove VELB from the endangered 
species list after the completion of a five-year review of the species.  Based on a continuously increasing 
number of sightings through the Central Valley and the reduction of the primary threats to the species, the 
USFWS Sacramento Fish and Wildlife Office (2006) recommended VELB be delisted in their summary 
and evaluation of the species.  

Three elderberry shrubs with stems >1 inch basal diameter occur within the project site (Figure 3).  These 
three shrubs are within non-riparian habitat on the slope face.  None showed evidence of VELB exit 
holes.  An additional 33 elderberry shrubs with >1 inch basal diameter occur within the 100-foot buffer 
zone surrounding the project site.  These shrubs occur along the western and northeastern edges of the site 
(Figure 3).  None showed evidence of VELB exit holes.   
 
Table 3 lists the mapped elderberry shrubs, separated by those on the project site versus those that occur 
in the 100’ buffer zone.  For each shrub, data are provided on the number of stems by diameter size class, 
whether or not VELB exit holes were observed, and required mitigation plantings.  
 
Direct and indirect impacts to elderberry shrubs providing VELB habitat are regulated by USFWS.  
Direct impacts include cutting or removal of shrubs. Indirect impacts may occur when project activities 
occur within 100 feet of a shrub.  Current USFWS guidelines specify mitigation requirements for direct 
and indirect impacts.  These requirements involve a combination of transplanting directly impacted shrubs 
to a designated Conservation Area and planting additional elderberries and other native riparian tree or 
shrubs in the Conservation Area.  Mitigation ratios are based on the number and basal diameter of 
impacted stems, occurrence of impacted shrubs in riparian or non-riparian habitat, and presence or 
absence of VELB exit holes within impacted shrubs. 
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Mitigation for removal of the three shrubs on the project site will be provided by establishing 
Conservation Area in a suitable location on or in the vicinity of the site, transplanting the three shrubs to 
the Conservation Area, and planting additional elderberry shrubs and other riparian tree or shrubs within 
the Conservation Area.  Table 3 shows the number of seedlings or cuttings that will be planted as 
mitigation.  The mitigation ratios are based on the number and size class of stems greater than 1-inch 
basal diameter for shrubs in a non-riparian habitat lacking beetle exit holes.  The species of associated 
native riparian plants to be planted will be selected based on species known from the project site or 
vicinity.   
 
The minimum size of the Conservation Area will be 16,200 square feet based on USFWS guidelines.  
This includes 1,800 square feet for each transplanted shrub plus 10 associated planted seedlings or 
cuttings  (elderberry or other native plant) (total area of 5,400 square feet for three transplanted shrubs 
plus 30 planted seedlings) plus 1,800 feet for each additional 10 planted  (total area of 1,800 x 6 = 10,800 
square feet for 54 remaining elderberries).  Transplanting methods, source and planting methods of new 
elderberry and other riparian plants, and long-term maintenance and monitoring of the transplanted and 
plants shrubs will follow USFWS guidelines.       
 
Potential indirect impacts to elderberry shrubs within the 100’ project buffer zone will be avoided by 
establishing and maintaining exclusion fencing as described in the Reclamation Plan in accordance with 
USFWS guidelines. USFWS would need to be consulted for any reduction in the buffer width.  Signs will 
be placed at 50-foot intervals along the fence stating: “This area is habitat of the valley elderberry 
longhorn beetle, a threatened species, and must not be disturbed.  The species is protected by the 
Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended.  Violators are subject to fines, prosecution and 
imprisonment.”  The signs must be clearly visible at 20 feet and maintained throughout the duration of the 
project.  Workers will be notified of the presence of these protected areas and the need to avoid impacts.   
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Table 3.  Inventory of elderberry shrubs mapped on and within a 100-foot buffer zone of the 
Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Project Site, Northeastern Merced County, California.                 
 

Required Mitigation Plantings 

Shrub ID 

Stem 
Diameter Size 
Class  

Number of 
Stems 

VELB Exit 
Holes? Elderberry  

Other Native Riparian 
Tree or Shrub  

Within Project 
Site 

     

ES-01 1” 
2” 

15 
2 

No 17 17 

ES-02 1” 
2” 

5 
2 

No 7 7 

ES-03 1” 
2” 

12 
6 

No 18 18 

Within 100-ft 
Buffer Zone  

     

ES-04 1” 
2” 
5” 
8” 

30 
3 
5 
3 

No - - 

ES-05 1” 
2” 
6” 
8” 

3 
1 
1 
1 

No - - 

ES-06 1” 
3” 

3 
2 

No - - 

ES-07 1” 
2” 
4” 
5” 

3 
3 
1 
1 

No - - 

ES-08 1” 
3” 
6” 

11 
1 
1 

No - - 

ES-09 1” 
2” 
3” 

10 
4 
1 

No - - 

ES-10 1” 
6” 

3 
1 

No - - 

ES-11 1” 
3” 
8” 

7 
1 
1 

No - - 

ES-12 6” 1 No - - 
ES-13 1” 

2” 
4” 

5 
2 
2 

No - - 

ES-14 1” 
2” 
6” 

6 
2 
2 

No - - 

ES-15 1” 
2” 
3” 
6” 

1 
2 
1 
1 

No - - 

ES-16 1” 
2” 

1 
1 

No - - 

ES-17 1” 
2” 
4” 

2 
1 
2 

No - - 
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Required Mitigation Plantings 

Shrub ID 

Stem 
Diameter Size 
Class  

Number of 
Stems 

VELB Exit 
Holes? Elderberry  

Other Native Riparian 
Tree or Shrub  

ES-18 1” 
2” 
3” 
6” 

4 
1 
2 
1 

No - - 

ES-19 4” 
6” 

1 
1 

No 
 

- - 

ES-20 1” 
2” 
3” 

1 
1 
2 

No 
 

- - 

ES-21 1” 
2” 
6” 

2 
3 
1 

No - - 

ES-22 1” 
8” 

1 
1 

No - - 

ES-23 1” 
6” 

? 
1 

No - - 

ES-24 1” 
3” 
4” 
6” 

30 
8 
5 
4 

No - - 

ES-25 1” 
2” 
3” 
4” 

350 
12 
9 
4 

No - - 

ES-26 0-1” 
2-3” 
3-4” 
4” 

11 
3 
2 
1 

No - - 

ES-27 1-2” 2 No - - 
ES-28 2” 

10” 
1 
1 

No - - 

ES-29 1-2” 
3-4” 
6” 
8-12” 

20 
4 
4 
4 

No - - 

ES-30 1” 
2” 
5” 

6 
1 
1 

No - - 

ES-31 4” 
6” 

1 
1 

No - - 

ES-32 1” 
3” 
5” 

5 
2 
1 

No - - 

ES-33 1” 
2” 
4” 

12 
5 
4 

No - - 

ES-34 1” 
2” 
3” 

10 
3 
3 

No - - 

ES-35 4” 
12” 

1 
1 

No - - 

ES-36 1” 
2” 

6 
3 

No - - 
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3.3.4 Valley Oaks 

Seventeen valleys oaks ≥5 inch dbh occur within the project site (Figure 3).  An additional 27 valley oaks 
with ≥5 inch dbh occur within the 100-foot buffer zone surrounding the site, concentrated along the 
northeast boundary of the site.  No other oak species occur on or adjacent to the project site.  Table 4 lists 
the mapped valley oaks including dbh.  All valley oaks found within the project site are either contained 
within small isolated groupings or are isolated individuals.  There is one grouping of seven oaks and two 
groupings of two oaks.  The remaining six oaks found within the project area are isolated individuals.  

Impacts to oak woodlands are regulated under Public Resources Code (PRC) 21083.4, also known as the 
California Oak Woodlands Conservation Act.  COWCA mandates that counties develop oak mitigation 
standards as described in the Act.  Merced County has yet to develop these mitigation standards; 
therefore, the basis for determining the need for and type of mitigation is COWCA.  COWCA requires 
counties to “determine whether a project within its jurisdiction may result in a conversion of oak 
woodlands that will have a significant effect on the environment.  If a County determines that there may 
be a significant effect to oak woodlands, the county shall require mitigation for the project.”   

The California Department of Fish and Game and other state agencies define oak woodlands as an oak 
stand with a greater than 10 percent canopy cover or that may have historically supported greater than 10 
percent canopy cover.  The percent canopy cover of oak trees on-site falla below 10 percent, and does not 
meet the above stated definition of an oak woodland.  

Additionally, due to the nature of this project, the site may qualify for an exemption under COWCA that 
would exclude the project from COWCA mitigation requirements.  PRC Section 21083.4 states:  

21083.4 (d) The following are exempt from this section:  

(3) Conversion of oak woodlands on agricultural land that includes land that is used to produce or process 
plant and animal products for commercial purposes. 

However, the project plans to plant five valley oaks for each valley oak with a ≥5 inch dbh that will be 
removed from the project area.  As shown in Table 4, 17 oaks meeting the dbh criterion will be removed.  
Thus, a total of 85 oaks will be planted.  The oaks will be planted in the regraded and restored slope face 
and along the northwestern project boundary adjacent to the floodplain once mining is completed in a 
particular area of the project site.  All planted oaks will be monitored and maintained as described in the 
Reclamation Plan.    
  
Avoidance measures are provided to avoid direct and indirect impacts to oaks within the 100’ project 
buffer zone.  The project site boundaries have been carefully designed and modified to minimize impacts 
to sensitive species such as oaks.  Exclusion fencing will be established as shown in the Reclamation Plan 
to protect oaks within the 100’ buffer zone. 
  
No additional measures are proposed to prevent potential direct and indirect impacts to oak trees.  Loss of 
oak trees will be temporary since restoration of the project site after mining is complete will result in a net 
gain in oak trees within the project area.  Some areas of the slope face currently have very steep slopes 
due to past excavation activities.  These areas will be graded to have more gentles slopes conducive to 
oak establishment.  Other areas of the slope face will be recontoured after mining is completed to provide 
habitat conducive to oak establishment.  The proposed plantings of oaks will occur along the recontoured 
slope face and along the northwestern project boundary adjacent to the floodplain.  Recontouring of the 
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slope face and the proposed planting and maintenance of the oaks will result in a substantial long-term net 
gain of oak trees.  
  
Table 4.  Inventory of valley oaks mapped on and within a 100-foot buffer zone of the Robinson 
Ranch Sand Mine Project Site, Northeastern Merced County, California. 
 

Oak ID Diameter-at-Breast-Height (dbh) 
Within Project Site  
VO-01 36” 
VO-02 48” 
VO-03 42” 

VO-04 8” (2) 
10” (1) 

VO-05 15” 
VO-06 18” 
VO-07 17” 
VO-08 16” 
VO-09 18” 
VO-10 14” 
VO-11 48” 
VO-12 24” 
VO-13 24” 
VO-14 20” 
VO-15 5” 
VO-16 6” 
VO-17 5” 
Within 100-ft Site Buffer Zone   
VO-18 30” 
VO-19 36” 
VO-20 30” 
VO-21 15” 
VO-22 12” 
VO-23 6” 
VO-24 24” 
VO-25 20” 
VO-26 8” 
VO-27 13” 
VO-28 12” 
VO-29 20” 
VO-30 30” 
VO-31 26” 
VO-32 28” 
VO-33 24” 
VO-34 8” (2) 
VO-35 24” 
VO-36 12” 
VO-37 20” 

VO-38 
8” (1) 
10” (1) 
15” (1) 

VO-39 15” 
VO-40 6” (2) 
VO-41 8” 
VO-42 10” 

VO-43 8”(1) 
15”(1) 

VO-44 
8” (1) 
10” (1) 
24” (1) 
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 3.3.5 Special-status Plants 
 
There are numerous listed and other special-status plant species known from the project region (10-mile 
radius).  Many of these species are associated with vernal pools.  Since there are no vernal pools on or 
adjacent to the project site, there is no potential for occurrence of any of the associated special-status 
plants.  Some species occur on specialized soils types associated with specific unique geologic formations 
including the Ione and Valley Springs.  Neither of these formations occurs on or near the project site and 
so there is no potential for occurrence of any of the associated special-status plants. Some species are 
associated with clay soils of the Mehrten Formation.  While there is a small area of Peters clay of the 
Mehrten Formation along the northeast edge of the site, this area is regularly disked, does not have the 
specific clay soil surfaces inhabited by these species, and therefore has no potential to support special-
status plants.  Some species are associated with perennial marsh habitats or riparian clay flats.  Neither of 
these habitat types occurs on the project site and so there is no potential for occurrence of any of these 
special-status plants. 
 
There are three remaining special-status plants with potential to occur on the project site based on the 
habitats and soil types present including beaked clarkia (Clarkia rostrata), Ewan’s larkspur (Delphinium 
hansenii var. ewanianum) and Merced monardella (Monardella leucocephala) (Table 5).  While these 
species may have potential to occur, a special-status plant survey conducted for this report did not find 
any of these species or any moderate to high quality potential habitat for these species on or adjacent to 
the project site.  Additionally, the site is highly disturbed, disked regularly, and utilized for agricultural 
purposes.  As a result, it is concluded that none of these species occurs on the site.   
 
Table 5.  Special-status plant species with potential to occur on the Robinson Ranch Sand Mine 
Project Site, Northeastern Merced County, California.   
 

Species 
Listing 
Status Preferred Habitat  Potential for Site Occurrence 

beaked clarkia  
Clarkia rostrata 

CNPS List 4 Rocky or gravelly outcrops 
along hills and bluffs. 

Low; typically occurs in more 
rocky and less disturbed sites 
east of the project site. 

Ewan’s larkspur 
Delphinium hansenii var. 
ewanianum 

CNPS List 4 Open annual grasslands on a 
variety of soil types. 

Low; typically occurs in 
relatively undisturbed, grazed 
grasslands which do not occur 
on the project site. 

Merced monardella 
Monardella leucocephala 

CNPS List 1A Sparse grasslands on sandy 
soils. 

Not expected; species is 
presumed extinct; any 
remaining occurrences would 
most likely occur on less 
disturbed sites. 
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3.3.6 Federally-listed Vernal Pool Large Branchiopods        
   
There are no vernal pools on or within 250 feet of the project site and therefore no potential habitat for 
any federally-listed vernal pool large branchiopods (fairy and tadpole shrimp).  The soils on and adjacent 
to the site do not have an underlying hardpan and are therefore not conductive to vernal pool formation.  
No mitigation measures are required or proposed since potential habitat for federally-list shrimp does not 
occur on or within 250 feet of the project site. 
 
3.3.7 California Tiger Salamander 
 
California tiger salamander (CTS) is a federally threatened species and state species of special concern.  
CTS breed in vernal pools, stock ponds and other quiet ponded waters that remain continuously inundated 
for at least 90 days to provide sufficient time to complete the breeding cycle (USFWS 2004).  CTS 
generally do not breed in rivers, creeks or canals with moving water that would wash away eggs and 
larvae nor in large perennial ponds and reservoirs that support fish or an abundance of the non-native 
predatory bull frog (Rana catesbeiana) (USFWS 2004).  Adult and recently transformed juvenile 
salamanders leave breeding ponds and move into surrounding grasslands and other upland habitats during 
the dry season.  Recent research has documented that approximately 95% of sheltering CTS settle within 
2,200 feet of a breeding site but can move as far as 1.24 miles from the site (Trenham and Shaffer 2005). 
CTS often shelter in small mammal burrows.  Determination of presence or absence of CTS from a 
project site requires completion of a Site Assessment to be reviewed by USFWS.  Following review of 
the Site Assessment, USFWS may require surveys for adult or larval salamanders.  A Site Assessment is 
presented below along with a discussion of the potential for CTS to occur on the site. 
 
CTS Site Assessment  
 
The information provided in this Site Assessment was developed through review of available CTS 
occurrence records in the project region, review of aerial photography of the project site and surrounding 
region, and field surveys to check for potential CTS breeding ponds and upland habitat conditions on and 
within 1.24 miles of the project site.  The Site Assessment was conducted by John Vollmar.  Mr. Vollmar 
holds a current federal recovery permit for conducting CTS surveys and has surveyed hundreds of 
potential breeding sites throughout the Central Valley and Delta regions of California for the presence of 
CTS.  Mr. Vollmar conducted the field site assessment on April 19, 2008.    
 
Element 1: Is the project site within range of the CTS? 
 
According to current USFWS range maps, the project site is within the known range of CTS. 
 
Element 2: What are the known localities of CTS within the project site and within 3.1 miles (5 km) of the 
project boundaries? 
 
Figure 4 shows the documented CTS breeding occurrences within a 10-mile radius of the project site.  
The nearest documented occurrence is 1.7 miles southeast of the site.  This occurrence was discovered by 
Vollmar Consulting during the 2008 field season while conducting CTS seine surveys on a different 
portion of the Robinson Ranch.  Total survey area was approximately 3,500 acres and covered the open 
grasslands on the south side of the MID Main Canal to the southeast of project site.  The northwest corner 
of the survey area - the point closest to the project site - was approximately 1.25 miles south-southeast of 
the site.  The occurrence was within a man-made seasonal pond formed along the toe of the canal berm on 
the south side of the MID Main Canal.  Other seasonal ponds along the toe of the canal berm were 
surveyed but no additional CTS occurrences were found. 
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Element 3: What are the habitats within the project site and within 1.24 miles (2 km) of the project 
boundaries? 
 
Figures 3 and 4 show the existing habitats on and within 1.24 miles of the project site.  There are no 
potential CTS breeding ponds on the site.  The nearest potential breeding pond is approximately 1.1 miles 
south of the site.  Through review of aerial photography and field surveys, it was determined that the 
nearest potential breeding ponds are the man-made seasonal ponds formed along the base of the MID 
Main Canal berms, with the nearest approximately 1.1 miles from the project boundaries.  Areas to the 
west, south or east of the site may have historically supported potential breeding ponds but have been 
converted to hayfields or orchards with no potential CTS breeding ponds.  The Merced River channel and 
floodplains occur to the north of the site constituting a barrier to CTS dispersal from areas north of the 
river. 
 
Most upland habitat on the project site is highly disturbed except the area along the slope face.  It is 
unlikely that CTS would shelter within the river basin.  Much of the area on the upper terrace within the 
project site is highly disturbed and regularly disked.   
 
The habitat between the project site and the nearest potential breeding ponds consists of almond orchards 
or actively farmed hayfields.  It is unlikely that CTS would utilize these farmed areas for upland 
sheltering or move through these areas and onto the project site. 
 
Conclusions                               
 
The project site is within the known range of CTS.  There are no potential breeding ponds on the site.  
While the nearest documented breeding occurrence is approximately 1.7 miles from the site and the 
nearest potential breeding pond is approximately 1.1 miles from the site, these known and potential 
breeding sites are separated from the project site by nearly a mile-wide swath of actively farmed hayfields 
or orchards that pose a significant barrier to movement of CTS onto the project site.   
 
Given the lack of potential CTS breeding sites on or immediately adjacent to the site, the highly disturbed 
condition of habitat on much of the site, and the occurrence of a wide swath of actively farmed land 
between the site and the nearest potential breeding sites, it is concluded that CTS is highly unlikely to 
occur on the project site. Thus, no mitigation measures for potential impacts to CTS are recommended or 
proposed. 
    
3.3.8 Western Pond Turtle 
 
Western pond turtle (WPT) is a state species of special concern.  WPT inhabits perennial aquatic sites 
such as lakes, ponds, slow-moving rivers and streams, and man-made stock ponds and reservoirs.  WPT 
reproduce by laying and burying eggs within upland habitats surrounding aquatic sites, typically 
grasslands or other open habitats with exposure to sun. 
 
No western pond turtles were observed on the project site during the surveys conducted for this report.  The 
CNDDB documents two occurrences of WPT along the Merced River in the vicinity of the project site (Figure 
4).  It is unknown what type of specific microhabitat these turtles were associated with.  Vollmar Consulting 
has observed WPT in three locations on gravel tailings mining project sites 6-7 miles to the east adjacent to the 
Merced River.  These occurrences were all on sites with remnant excavated mining ponds.  Within the Merced 
River, WPT would typically inhabit backwater areas with slow moving to still water and available basking 
sites along the shoreline or within the water.   
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There are no perennial or seasonal ponds on the project site.  Also, the Merced River in the vicinity of the site 
is relatively fast moving with no significant backwater areas.  While WPT does have potential to move onto 
the site from the Merced River, the potential for occurrence is considered low given the nature of the river 
habitat in the project vicinity and since there are no inhabitable ponds on the  site.  
 
Silt fencing will be installed and maintained along the northwestern project boundary to protect the Merced 
River and will also inhibit any potential WPT from moving onto the site. 
 
3.3.9 San Joaquin Kit Fox 
 
San Joaquin kit fox (SJKF) is a federal endangered and state threatened species.  It typically inhabits open 
grasslands and sparse scrublands but can also occur within ruderal habitats and agricultural fields.   
 
Determination of presence or absence of SJKF from a project site requires completion of an Early 
Evaluation followed by field surveys if required by USFWS.  An Early Evaluation is presented below 
covering the eight points outlined in the USFWS guidelines (USFWS 1999b), along with a discussion of 
the potential for SJKF to occur on the project site.  
 
SJKF Early Evaluation  
 
The information provided in this Early Evaluation was developed through review of available SJKF 
occurrence records in the project region, review of aerial photography of the project site and surrounding 
region, and field surveys to assess the project site for potential SJKF dens and habitat suitability.  The 
Early Evaluation was conducted by John Vollmar and Vir McCoy.  Mr. Vollmar served as the project 
manager for SJKF regional surveys and habitat evaluations in eastern Merced County in 2001.  Mr. 
McCoy has conducted numerous site habitat assessments for SJKF.   Mr. McCoy conducted field surveys 
for the evaluation on April 18 and June 19-21, 2008.    
 
1. Provide a brief description of the proposed project and a site map. 
 
The Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Project proposes to mine sand from an approximately 42-acre area 
located along the south side of the Merced River just east of Highway 59 in northeastern Merced County, 
California.  The project location and site characteristics are depicted on Figures 1 and 3 above.  Potential 
SJKF habitat on the site is generally restricted to the upper terrace portion of the project site (Figure 3) 
with a total area of approximately 27 acres within the project site.  SJKF generally avoid river bottoms 
and lower terraces adjacent to river bottoms so the remainder of the site is not considered potential 
habitat.  There are no SJKF sightings or documented den occurrences on or in the immediate vicinity of 
the project site.      
 
2. Provide a compilation of SJKF sighting records maintained by CDFG and USFWS within a 10-mile 
radius of the project site. 
 
Figure 4 shows all known SJKF occurrences within a 10-mile radius of the project site.  There is only 
one such documented occurrence within 10 miles of the site, approximately 9 miles SW of the site near 
the town of Atwater.  This sighting was recorded in the 1980s in an area that is now much more 
developed.  
 
3. Provide a description of vegetation communities found on the project site using CNDDB 
classifications. 
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Table 2 provides a description of the vegetation communities found on and adjacent to the project site.  
Figure 3 shows the distribution of these communities on and adjacent to the site.  Since many of the 
communities are highly disturbed or farmed habitats, they do not necessarily correspond with CNDDB 
classifications. 
 
4. Provide a description of the continuity of vegetation communities between the project site and the 
areas within a 10-mile radius of the site.       
 
Figure 4 provides a background aerial photograph showing the vegetation communities within a 10-mile 
radius of the project site.  Areas to the west of the site consist of developed orchards and other farm fields.  
An almond orchard occurs for one mile due south of the site.  Actively farmed hayfields occur for one 
mile southeast and 1.5 miles east of the project site.  Unbroken, open annual grasslands continue beyond 
these farmed fields to the east and southeast more than 10 miles.  The Merced River corridor abuts the 
project site to the north.      
 
5. Provide an assessment of the habitat suitability of the project site for SJKF foraging and denning 
based on completion of a walking transect throughout the site. 
   
The upper terrace portion of the project site is highly disturbed and portions had been recently disked at 
the time of the site visit.  A review of a past aerial photograph from 2005 shows this area is regularly 
disked for agricultural purposes.  Undisked areas support a generally dense cover of weedy, ruderal 
vegetation. The on-going disking of this area along with the dense vegetation in undisked areas make it 
poor potential habitat for SJKF denning.  SJKF could use the disked areas for foraging if present.  The 
undisked areas with dense vegetation provide poor foraging habitat since SJKF generally forage in more 
open habitats. 
 
The areas to the east and southeast of the project site are actively farmed as hayfields.  SJKF could move 
through and forage within these fields.  The areas to the south and west consist primarily of developed 
orchards continuing for more than 10 miles though there are areas of pasture and grasslands to the 
southwest between the site and Castle Air Force Base located approximately 7 miles from the site.  SJKF 
have been documented within orchards but the extensive orchards to the west and south of the project site 
probably represent an impediment to SJKF movement in the area.   
 
The Merced River corridor occurs along the northern project boundary.  This corridor, with its permanent 
flowing water and low floodplain habitat, represents a serious barrier to movement for SJKF except 
perhaps across bridges.  The MID Main Canal that traverses east to west approximately one mile south of 
the site (between the farmed fields and the open grasslands) also presents a local impediment to SJKF 
movement in the region.         
 
6. Provide an analysis of the potential adverse effects of the project on SJKF, if any. 
 
It is unlikely that SJKF would occur on the project site given the distance of the site from the nearest 
documented SJKF occurrences, the potential impediments or barriers to SJKF movement around or onto 
the site, and the poor suitability on the site for SJKF foraging or denning.  Therefore, it is unlikely that the 
project would have any adverse effects on SJKF. 
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7. Provide recommendations for mitigating any potential adverse effects, where applicable. 
 
No mitigation recommendations are provided since the proposed project is unlikely to have adverse 
effects on SJKF.   
 
8. Provide an analysis of cumulative effects, if any. 
 
No cumulative effects are expected since the proposed project is unlikely to have adverse effects on 
SJKF. 
 
Conclusions  
 
The Early Evaluation concludes that SJKF are not likely to occur on the project site given the distance of 
the site from the nearest documented SJKF occurrences, the potential impediments or barriers to SJKF 
movement onto the site from surrounding areas, and the poor suitability on the site for SJKF foraging or 
denning.  Thus, no mitigation measures for potential impacts to SJKF are recommended or proposed.   
 
3.3.10 Western Burrowing Owl 
 
Western burrowing owl (WBO) is a state species of special concern.  WBO typically occurs in open 
grassland or scrub habitats.  It nests and shelters in underground sites frequently utilizing abandoned 
burrow complexes of the California ground squirrel (Spermophilus beechyi).  It is also known to utilize 
rock crevices and small caves as well as man-made features such as culverts and piles of rip-rap with 
sufficient open spaces.      
 
Determination of presence or absence of WBO from a project site requires completion of the Burrowing 
Owl Survey Protocol developed by the California Burrowing Owl Consortium (1993) and endorsed by 
CDFG in a staff report (CDFG 1995).  The survey protocol involves completion of three site assessment 
or survey phases followed by preparation of a survey report (Phase IV), which is submitted to CDFG for 
review.  All three phases were completed on the project site.  The report is presented below.   
 
Burrowing Owl Survey Report 
 
Phase I: Habitat Assessment 
 
A) Date and time of visit(s) including weather and visibility conditions and survey methods. 
 
Biologists Vir McCoy and John Vollmar conducted a habitat assessment of the site and a 500-foot buffer 
surrounding the site from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. on April 18.  Weather was sunny with temperatures around 
70˚F with little wind.  The biologists walked throughout the site, mapping vegetation communities on a 
site base map and noting habitat characteristics within these communities. 
 
B) Site description including project site location, size, topography, and vegetation communities, and 
animals observed. 
 
The project site location, size, topography, and vegetation communities are described in Section 3.1 and 
3.2 above.  Table 2 presents a description of the vegetation communities on the site.  Figure 3 shows the 
distribution of the communities as well as other site features.  No burrowing owls were observed during 
the site assessment. 
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C) Assessment of habitat suitability for burrowing owls. 
 
The project site includes three main topographic areas:  lower terrace in the northwest portion of the site; 
upper terrace in the southern and eastern portions of the site; and moderately to steep slope face 
connecting the two.   
 
The lower terrace consists of an area that has been highly disturbed by past mining, grading and other 
activities.  Portions of this area are either bare or sparsely vegetated.  Remaining areas support dense 
ruderal vegetation dominated by non-native annual grasses and herbaceous weeds.  The bare to sparsely 
vegetated areas appear to provide suitable foraging and nesting habitat for burrowing owls.  The densely 
vegetated areas generally support vegetation that is too tall and thick to provide good quality foraging or 
nesting habitat. 
 
A large portion of the upper terrace within the project site had been recently disked prior to the site visit.  
A 2005 site aerial photograph showed the site had also been disked in that year.  The on-going 
agricultural activities make these areas poor habitat for burrowing owl foraging or nesting.  Areas 
surrounding the disked areas (Figure 3) support ruderal habitat often with dense, tall, and unmanaged 
vegetation that generally provides poor quality owl foraging or nesting habitat.  There are some graded 
equipment staging areas and dirt roads that could be used by owls though these areas are subject to on-
going use by ranch workers.  The area to the south of the site is developed as an almond orchard and the 
areas to the southeast and east are actively farmed hayfields. 
 
The slope face supports non-native annual grassland with occasional valley oaks.  Vegetation is 
unmanaged and generally tall and dense.  Slopes range from 20-50%.  Given the combination of 
vegetation and slope characteristics, this area appears to provide poor potential habitat for owl foraging or 
nesting. 
 
In summary, the best potential habitat for burrowing owl foraging or nesting on the site is the bare to 
sparsely vegetated areas within the lower terrace and perhaps some out-of-the-way places next to roads 
and equipment staging areas elsewhere on the site.  However, site suitability for burrowing owl foraging 
or nesting is low.                     
 
D) Map of site. 
 
Figure 3 is a map of the site showing vegetation communities and other site features.  
 
Phase II: Burrow Survey 
 
A) Date and time of visit(s) including weather and visibility conditions and survey methods. 
 
Vir McCoy conducted burrow surveys in the mornings of April 19, June 20 and June 21, 2008.  John 
Vollmar conducted burrow surveys in the morning on April 20, 2008.  On April 19 and 20, weather was 
sunny with temperatures around 70˚F with little wind.  On June 20 and 21, weather was sunny with 
temperatures around 90˚F with mild winds.  The surveys were conducted throughout the project site and a 
500 foot buffer area surrounding the site.  
 
The biologists walked throughout the lower and upper terrace portions of the site along meandering 
transects spaced at roughly 100-foot intervals.  They also meandered along the slope face in areas that 
provided potential habitat for burrowing owl burrows.  Potential burrow locations were mapped using a 
professional GPS unit with submeter accuracy.     
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B) Additional site description information including list of primary vegetation, location of nearest 
freshwater, and animals observed during transect surveys. 
 
The site vegetation is described in detail in Sections 3.1 and 3.2 and Table 2 above.  The nearest 
freshwater is within the Merced River just north of the site, which provides a perennial water source.  No 
owls were observed during the transect surveys.    
 
C) Results of survey transects including a map showing locations of burrow concentrations and owls, if 
present. 
 
Figure 3 shows locations of mapped small mammal burrows as well as large mammal dens.  None of 
these burrows or dens showed signs of burrowing owls such as owl wash, feathers, or tracks.     
 
Phase III: Burrowing Owl Surveys, Census and Mapping 
 
A) Date and time of visit(s) including weather and visibility conditions and survey methods. 
 
Owl surveys were conducted concurrently with the Phase II burrow surveys. 
 
B) Description of burrowing owl sightings 
 
No burrowing owls were observed during the surveys. 
 
Conclusions 
 
Much of the project site and surrounding areas consist of actively disked or farmed fields or unmanaged 
ruderal habitat with tall, dense vegetation.  These areas provide poor potential owl nesting habitat.  Some 
areas within the lower terrace and adjacent to graded roads and staging areas on the upper terrace have no 
or sparse vegetation and provide potential foraging or nesting habitat.  During site surveys, few good 
quality potential burrow sites were found and no owls were observed.  As a result, it is unlikely that 
burrowing owls are currently using the site for nesting.  Suitable portions of the site could be used for 
foraging.  However, this is unlikely since no owls were observed on or in the vicinity of the site during 
any of the surveys.  Given that burrowing owls are unlikely to occur on the site, no mitigation measures 
are recommended or proposed.    
 
3.3.11 Swainson’s Hawk    
 
Swainson’s hawk is a state threatened species.  It is a summer migrant to the Central Valley where it nests 
in trees within the valley basin and adjacent terrace and river basin areas such as the Merced River 
corridor. 
 
The CNDDB records two Swainson’s hawk nest sightings in the project vicinity (Figure 4).  Both of 
these sightings are from 2001 and are located in trees along the Merced River upstream of the project site 
at a distance of 1.0 and 1.25 miles from the site, respectively.           
 
Surveys for nesting Swainson’s hawks on or within a ½ mile of the project site were conducted on April 
18 and June 19-21, 2008 by Vir McCoy and April 19 and 20 by John Vollmar following the survey 
guidelines developed by the Swainson Hawk Technical Advisory Committee.  No active nests were found 
during these surveys and no Swainson’s hawks were observed on or within a ½ mile of the project site. 
 



 

Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Project                 Vollmar Consulting 
2008 Sensitive Biological Resources Report  September 2008 
    

29

Most of the project site provides potential Swainson’s hawk foraging habitat.  Swainson’s hawks can 
forage within grasslands, floodplains, annual croplands, and other areas with open, low-growing 
vegetation.  They don’t typically forage in forest or woodland habitats but do use these areas for nesting.  
While the site may provide potential Swainson’s hawk foraging habitat, the overall quality may be 
considered low due to the low prey base, especially in the lower terrace.  Survey for burrowing owls 
conducted on the site found very few small mammal burrows perhaps due to the highly disturbed 
conditions on much of the site.  Also, a red-tailed hawk nest was documented near the center of the site.  
While Swainson’s hawks have been documented to nest within 100 feet of a red-tailed hawk nest, the two 
species are generally competitive and the presence of the red-tail hawk nest makes it less likely 
Swainson’s hawk would nest on the site.  Lastly, any disturbance to Swainson’s hawk foraging habitat 
from the proposed project will be temporary since the site will be restored to agricultural use once the 
mining is completed.   
 
No Swainson’s hawks nests were observed on or within a half mile of the project site but have been 
documented nesting approximately 1 mile from the site (2001 record).  As a mitigation measure, 
Swainson’s hawk nesting surveys should be conducted during the nesting season just prior to initiation of 
mining activities. If initiation of the project is outside the nesting season, no surveys should be necessary.  
If any nests are discovered, measures to minimize nest disturbance can be implemented within ¼ mile of 
the nest until fledging has occurred.  No mitigation is recommended or proposed for impacts to potential 
foraging habitat on the site since the impacts would be temporary and the potential foraging habitat is low 
quality due to a combination of a low prey base and the active disking of some areas which discourages 
the establishment of small mammal dens.       
 
3.3.12 Other Nesting Raptors 
 
All nesting raptors are protected under provisions of the State Fish and Game Code and other federal 
and/or state environmental regulations.  Surveys for other raptors nests were conducted concurrently with 
the Swainson’s hawk nest surveys.  There were no confirmed raptor nests on or within a ½ mile of the 
project site.  However, there is a large established nest within an oak tree on the project site.  A pair of 
red-tail hawks was observed landing in the vicinity of the nest and it is likely this nest has been used in 
the past as a red-tailed hawk nesting site.  A white-tailed kite was observed flying over the Merced River 
adjacent to the site during the April 18 survey.  It did not appear to be associated with any nearby nest 
site.  As a mitigation measure, raptor nesting surveys should be conducted during the nesting season just 
prior to initiation of mining activities. However, if the initiation of the project is outside the nesting 
season, no surveys should be necessary.  Measures to minimize nest disturbance can be implemented 
within ¼ mile of the nest until fledging has occurred.     
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4.0 CONCLUSIONS 
 
The sensitive biological resources issues identified in this report that may need to be addressed through 
the permitting process are as follows: 
 

1) Potential indirect impacts to riparian habitats immediately north of the project site along the edge 
of the Merced River floodplain; 

2) Potential removal of three elderberry shrubs with stems >1 inch basal diameter within the project 
site and potential indirect impacts to an additional 33 shrubs with stems >1 inch basal diameter 
within the 100’ buffer zone surrounding the project site; 

3) Potential removal of 17 valley oaks with >5 inch dbh within the project site and potential indirect 
impacts to an additional 27 valley oaks with >5 inch dbh within the 100’ buffer zone surrounding 
the project site; 

 
Proposed mitigation measures are provided in the section above for each of these resource issues. 
 
The report concludes that there is no potential for direct impacts to potential jurisdictional wetlands or 
other waters, riparian habitats, stream corridors, special-status plant species, federally-listed large 
branchiopods, or western burrowing owl due to lack of occurrence on the project site.  Additionally, 
potential for impacts to western pond turtle and Swainson’s hawk are unlikely, since neither have been 
observed on or near the project site.   
 
The report also concludes that California tiger salamander and San Joaquin kit fox are unlikely to occur 
on the site and are therefore unlikely to be impacted by the proposed project. 
 
This report only addresses the specific sensitive biological resources listed in Table 1.  Other potential 
resource issues of concern are addressed in the Biological Resources Report previously prepared by 
WRA, in project review letters prepared by CDFG, USFWS, or USACE, or other project documents. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

REPRESENTATIVE SITE PHOTOGRAPHS 



Above: Looking southwest at ruderal non-native
vegetation (foreground) along the northern portion of the
Project Area.
Below: Potential American badger burrow located within
the Project Area.
Photographs taken at Robinson Ranch, September 2007.



Above: Looking north at ruderal and disced habitat from
the southern project boundary (southwest corner of
project area)
Below: Ruderal vegetation on top of terrace looking west
from northeast corner of project area (SR 59 bridge in
background)
Photographs taken at Robinson Ranch, July 2007.
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