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To:  Raadha Jacobstein Date: April 19, 2013 

From:  Kevin Crouch 

cc:   

Re:  Swainson’s hawk Survey for the Minturn Hulling Cooperative Project 

� Urgent       � For Review       � Please Comment       � Please Reply       � Please Recycle 

Dear Ms. Jacobstein: 

This memorandum outlines the methods employed and results of the 
preconstruction Swainson’s hawk (Buteo swainsoni) survey conducted on April 9th and 
10th of 2013 in the vicinity of the Minturn Huller Cooperative Project (Project) location.   

The California threatened Swainson’s hawk occurs in the vicinity of the Project.  
California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) regulates listed species under the 
California Endangered Species Act (CESA) and typically has protocols or 
recommendations for projects that have the potential to impact State-listed species.  
CDFW was consulted regarding the conversion of 3.2 acres of ruderal vegetated 
cropland for the Project.  CDFW recommended conducting Swainson’s hawk nest 
surveys within a one-half mile radius of the parcel prior to land conversion to evaluate 
project impacts on nearby nesting Swainson’s hawks (Jim Vang, CDFW, pers comm.).   

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

The Minturn Huller Cooperative, Inc. is an almond processing facility that 
provides hulling and shelling services to orchard growers with the San Joaquin Valley.  
Due to the growing almond industry, the Minturn Huller facility is in the process of 
expanding.  Expansion operations would include an additional hammer mill, a 
commodity barn, a new office, auger lines, and a new byproduct storage area.  The 
almond processing plant would involve an additional 61,003 square feet (ft2) of new 
construction, increasing the amount of structures from its current size of 42,690 ft2 to 
103,693 ft2.  Approximately 3.2 acres of land currently in crop production will be 
converted to a new use.  

BACKGROUND  

The Swainson’s hawk (SWHA) breeds in open habitats in western North America from 
Alaska south to Mexico. In California, it is found mainly in the Central Valley, Klamath 
Basin, Northeastern Plateau, and Mojave Desert.  It winters primarily on the pampas of 
southern South America, Mexico, and a few winter in California, the southwestern U.S. 
and Florida.  It is absent from most of its former range in California, where its population 
has declined by more than 90 percent during the 1900’s (CDFG, 1994). 
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This species forages in grassland or areas of sparse trees or shrubs, and often forages 
in agricultural areas in the Central Valley.  It nests in the scattered trees within these 
habitats, particularly those along waterways.  During the breeding season, it feeds 
primarily on small mammals and reptiles.  During other seasons, large insects 
(especially grasshoppers) are the bulk of its diet.  The following vegetation types are 
considered small mammal and insect foraging habitat for SWHA: alfalfa; fallow fields; 
beet, tomato, and other low-growing row or field crops; dry-land and irrigated pasture; 
rice land (when not flooded); and, cereal grain crops (including corn after harvest) 
(CDFG, 1994).   

In California, it usually arrives in March and leaves in September or October.  Loss of 
habitat is the major threat to this species in California.  Residential and commercial 
development continues to replace SWHA habitat.  Pesticides and herbicides are also a 
major threat, particularly on their wintering grounds.  They are also sensitive to 
disturbance while nesting and may abandon nests if disturbed before the eggs hatch. 

A California Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB) was queried for SWHA nest locations 
in the vicinity of the project site.  The closest nest location (Occurrence # 821) was from 
2000 and approximately 4.75 miles northwest of project site (CDFW, 2013).  The nearest 
documented nest occurrence to the south is approximately 11 miles and 21 miles to the 
east.  The majority of nest occurrences are further than five miles north to northwest of 
the project site.   

METHODS 

To evaluate breeding occurrences in the area of a project, CDFW recommends pre-
construction SWHA surveys to be conducted following the guidelines provided by the 
Swainson’s Hawk Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) (2000) within Recommended 
Timing and Methodology for Swainson’s Hawk Nesting Surveys for the California Central 
Valley.   

According to TAC, surveys should be conducted within a one-half mile radius around all 
project activities within specific timeframes prior to construction.  The TAC has 
recommendations on the number of survey events that should be conducted within a 
specific timeframe.  See Table 1 Below. 

 
Table 1. Swainson’s Hawk Survey Timing 

Survey 
Time 

Frame 
Survey Period Number of 

Surveys 

1 January-March 20(pre-survey) 1 
2 March 20 to April 5(territorial behavior and nest building initiated) 3 
3 April 5 to April 20 (nest building and copulation)  3 
4 April 21 to June 10(incubation) 0 
5 June 10 to JuIy 30 (post-fledging) 3 

 



 
   
   

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3020 Explorer Drive, Suite 5   •   Sacramento, CA 95827   •   916-857-1601   •   FAX 916-857-1602 

MEMORANDUM 
 

MEMORANDUM 
 

The TAC recommends at least two timeframes be surveyed prior to construction.  
However, based on the timing of the Minturn project activities, only one time frame was 
surveyed (with CDFW approval).   

A Padre Associates (Padre) biologist initiated surveys within a one-half mile radius 
around the Minturn facility.  Surveys included windshield surveys on all accessible roads.  
Because of the preference of Swainson’s hawks to nest in dense canopied trees, roads 
were driven in both directions.  The vehicle was driven slowly and stopped at available 
pullouts where the sky was observed for soaring raptors.  When a raptor was observed, 
either binoculars or a spotting scope was employed to identify the raptor.  All raptor 
behavior was observed: to assist in establishing Swainson’s hawk nest locations.  Due to 
competition and territorialism, red-tailed hawks (Buteo jamaicensis), great horned owls 
(Bubo virginianus), and other species of raptors will typically not nest immediately 
adjacent to one another.  Therefore, discovering another raptor nest location will assist 
in developing an indication of where SWHA are capable of nesting in the vicinity of the 
project site.   

After no SWHA were discovered within a one-half mile radius; the Padre biologist 
extended the search to three to five miles from the project site to investigate the closest 
Swainson’s hawk nest and to access roads in the area. 

RESULTS 

Three red-tailed hawks (RTHAW) and one potential SWHA partially built nest were 
observed (Figure 1).  No SWHA nests were found within a one-half mile radius of the 
project site (Figure 2).  One RTHA nest was observed approximately 1,750 feet 
southwest from the proposed construction site.  An individual of the pair was observed 
sitting within the nest and also observed flying from the nest location.   

A pair of SWHAs was observed exhibiting territorial behavior towards a RTHA near what 
appeared to be a raptor nest.  After further investigation, the nest was approximately 30 
percent completed. It was assumed that the SWHA may be building or rebuilding the 
nest after the recent wind storm; however, on two follow up surveys, the SWHAs were 
not present in the area.  This nest site was approximately 3.5 miles east of the project 
site (Figure 1).   

While driving roads approximately three to five miles from the project site, SWHAs were 
observed soaring.  The soaring SWHAs were observed 3-5 miles north of the project site 
and also the same distance south-southeast of the project site.  Both areas contained 
significantly fewer orchards and had more open space available for raptor foraging.  In 
the expanded search, two additional RTHA nests were observed (Figure 1).  One nest 
location was approximately 2.5 miles southeast and another other 4.5 miles northeast of 
the project site.   

CONCLUSION 

No SWHA nests were observed within a half mile of the project site.  Due to the 
proximity of the RTHA nest to the project site and the majority of nesting sites within a 
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one-half mile radius of the project site lie within the Chowchilla, it is highly unlikely that 
SWHA would nest within a one-half mile radius of the project site.   

 

Thank you for the opportunity to work with you on this project, and please call if you 
have any questions. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Kevin Crouch 

Wildlife Biologist 
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Figure 1
Raptor Nest Locations
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Figure 2
Raptor Nest Location Near Project Site
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Figure 3 
Site Photographs 

Minturn Huller Cooperative Project 

Photograph A.  
View of riparian 
habitat with RTHA 
nest present. 

 

Photograph B.  
Closer view of 
RTHA nest within 
tree.  

 

 


	Swainson's survey letter for Minturn Huller(rwm)
	BACKGROUND

	SWHA Survey Report Figures
	Fig1_Minturn_NestLocations.rev
	Fig2_Minturn_Nest_ProjSite.rev
	SWHA Fig 3


