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Wildlife Specialist Report:

The purpose of this report is to document the effects of the proposed action and the alternatives of this project on terrestrial animal species that have the following status: federally listed under ESA (Endangered Species Act), Regional Forester’s sensitive, and Management Indicator Species (MIS). Migratory Birds are discussed in a separate document.  This report also includes any designated critical habitat for terrestrial species that may occur or be impacted by actions in the project area.  See Appendices A-C for the complete lists of these species. 
Species occurrence information for California was researched in the CNDDB (California Natural Diversity Database), CWHR (California Wildlife Habitat Relations System), and NatureServe.  

An official list of Federal Endangered and Threatened species for the project area was obtained from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service IPAC website on November 13, 2017 (Consultation Code: 08ESMF00-2018-E-01060).  Aquatics species appearing on this list are discussed in a separate document in the project record.  
Project Area
The Last Chance Mastication Project is located on the Calaveras Ranger District of the Stanislaus National Forest in Calaveras County, California.  The project area lies southeast of Highway 4 near the town of Hathaway Pines, within Township 4N, Range 15E, Sections 19, 20, 29-31 of the Stanislaus USGS 7.5 minute quadrangle.  The project is 433 acres of mastication and hand treatments intended to reduce fuel loading in this steep Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) area.  Treatments are expected to occur beginning February 2018 and lasting through February 2019.  Elevations within the project area range from 2,700 to 3,400 feet.  This project is within Near Natural and Scenic Corridor, and WUI Defense Zone designated areas.
Purpose and Need
The purpose of the project is to reduce fuel loading and protect the local communities of Forest Meadows, Sunrise Point, Darby Knob, and Hathaway Pines.  The proposed project area last burned in the 2001 Darby Fire.  Should another wildland fire start in this area, the fuels reduction treatment would provide firefighters a strategic place to hold the fire and slow it down before reaching the communities.  
Affected Environment:

The project area is 433 acres which includes portions of the Utica ditch supplying water to local communities, and Candy Rock road.  The vegetation type within the project area is currently classified primarily as Mixed Chaparral (MCH) represented by scrub oak, ceanothus species, and manaznita species; and Montane Hardwood (MHC) represented by canyon live oak and California black oak in the CWHR database.  The age class of the mixed chaparral within the project area is approximately 17 years old and last burned in the 2001 Darby Fire.  This wildland fire initially improved the quantity and quality of wildlife habitat, including mule deer and other chaparral dependent species.  Due to extensive regrowth of the chaparral plants in the project area since this wildland fire there is a lack of habitat continuity, poor quality habitat, and increased predation of prey species.
Alternative - Proposed Action: 

The Calaveras Ranger District is proposing to mechanically treat 433 acres of mixed conifer and mixed chaparral.  All treatment areas were part of the Darby Fire which burned in 2001.  Treatments would include mechanically shredding/masticating brush and trees less than 8 inches on 300 acres and hand cut and thin the remaining acres due to rocky terrain.  All masticated fuels would be shredded into lengths of 16 inches and below and would not exceed 12 inches in height.  On rocky terrain and slopes greater than 35% fuels would be hand thinned, piled, and subsequently burned.  Fuels reduction in this area would protect the local communities of Forest Meadows, Sunrise Point, Darby Knob and Hathaway Pines.  If another wildfire were to start in this area the fuels treatment would give fire fighters a strategic place to hold the fire and slow it down before it reaches the communities.  The project would be implemented from February 2018 to February 2019.  

Design Criteria / Mitigation Measures
· Mechanical treatments would be limited to slopes of 35% or less.

· On slopes greater than 35% hand thin and pile fuels, with residual burning at a later date.
· No new roads would be constructed or reconstructed.  Access would be on, and from, existing travelways.

· Retain fuel-loading at 3-5 tons/acre average across the landscape.

Species Occurrences
The following table (Table 1) lists the terrestrial species that occur on the Stanislaus National Forest (STF) Threatened, Endangered, and Proposed Species list, the Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species list for the STF, and the STF Management Indicator Species (MIS).  The table provides background information for each species, compares it to the project specific information and assesses whether a species or its habitat occurs within the project and the potential for impact by the projects.  If no potential impacts were determined for a species or its habitat, it was dismissed from detailed discussion in this analysis and there would be no effects from this project.  Species with a box around the row are discussed in further detail following the table.  For MIS, the population trend is from the Sierra Nevada Framework May 2017.
	TABLE 1. TEP, Sensitive, MIS, PIF Species Review and Assessment

	Species
	Status
	Species background information
	Project Information

	Common name

Scientific Name
	ESA

FS

MIS

PIF

CDFW
	The known distribution or habitat association for the species.
	Project area is in mixed chaparral/montane hardwood vegetation at an elevation of 2700-3400 feet. The project is in the Lower North Fork Stanislaus Watershed.   

	Pacific fisher

Pekania pennanti
	C

S

SSC
	Fishers occupy intermediate to large-tree stages of coniferous forests and deciduous riparian habitats with a high percent canopy closure.  Fishers use cavities in large trees, snags, logs, rock areas, or shelters provided by slash or brush piles.  Dense, mature stands of trees also provide cover (CDFG 1997). Elevation range 5,000-8,500 ft.
	Pacific fishers are not known to occur on the Calaveras Ranger District despite extensive surveying.  The nearest population is primarily south of the Merced River in Yosemite NP, with at least a single young male north of the Merced River as of 9/2017.  Neither the species nor its habitat would be impacted by this project.

	California wolverine

Gulo gulo luteus


	S

C


	In the contiguous US wolverine year-round habitat is found at high elevations in conifer forests near treeline and in rocky alpine habitats such as cirque basis and avalanche chutes that have food sources such as marmots, voles, and carrion.  Wolverines use the coldest available landscapes within their geographic range where snow persists well into May likely due to a physiological need for cooler temperatures during the warm season.  Deep, persistent snow is required for successful wolverine reproduction and correlates well with year-round habitat use.  Elevation ranges used by historical wolverine populations in the Sierra Nevada is unknown, but presumably wolverines used higher elevations than more northerly populations to compensate for the higher temperatures found at lower latitudes. Valley bottom habitat appears to be used only for dispersal movements and not for foraging or reproductions.  Wolverines rarely, or never, den in lower elevation forested habitats, although they may occupy these habitats seasonally.  Current populations are restricted to the North Cascades Range in Washington and the Northern Rockies of Montana, Idaho, and Wyoming.  Populations once existed in the Sierra Nevada of California but were likely extirpated by the mid-1900s.  In 2008, a male wolverine was discovered in the Sierra Nevada and is thought to be a recent migrant from the Rocky Mountains (Federal Register 2010). Elevation range 6,400-10,800 ft.
	California wolverines have been extirpated from California and are not known to occur on the Calaveras Ranger District or within the state.  Neither the species nor its habitat would be impacted by this project.

	Bald eagle

Haliaeetus leucocephalus
	DM
S
	Requires large, old-growth trees or snags in remote, mixed stands near water.  Large bodies of water or free-flowing rivers with abundant fish, and adjacent snags required for foraging.  More common at lower elevations; not found in the high Sierra Nevada (CDFG 1999).  Known to occur at New Melones Reservoir (pers. obs March 2011). Elevation range: district-wide.
	Neither the species nor its habitat occur within the project area or would be impacted by this project.

	Northern goshawk
Accipiter gentilis
	S

SSC
	Nests locally in mature and old-growth stands of mixed conifer forests at low elevations into high elevation lodgepole pine forests.  Nest stands are usually on north slopes, near water, in the densest parts of stands, but close to openings
(CDFG 2005). Elevation range 4,000-8,000 ft.
	Neither the species nor its habitat occur within the project area or would be impacted by this project.

	Great grey owl
Strix nebulosa
	S
	Nests in large, broken-topped snags within old-growth red fir, mixed conifer, or lodgepole pine habitats near wet meadows.  Forages in wet meadows and roosts in nearby dense coniferous forest.  Both old-growth and second-growth forest used if suitable nest-sites available (CDFG 1997, Weingardt 2006). Elevation range 2,500-8,000 ft.
	Neither the species nor its habitat occur within the project area or would be impacted by this project.

	California spotted owl
Strix occidentalis occidentalis
	S

MIS


	The CSO is known to nest in medium/ large trees (> 24 inches dbh) with canopy closures above 40% within high elevation ponderosa pine, Sierran mixed conifer, white fir, and red fir coniferous forests, and multi-layered trees within ponderosa pine and Sierran mixed conifer forests (CDFG 2005, USFWS 2006).  Elevation range >7,000 ft.
This is the MIS for late seral closed canopy coniferous forest ponderosa pine, Sierran mixed conifer, white fir, red fir, tree size 5 (canopy closures M and D), and tree size 6 vegetation types.

Population trend -stable
	Neither the species nor its habitat occur within the project area or would be impacted by this project.

	Willow flycatcher
Empidonax traillii
	S


	This flycatcher breeds principally in thickets of low, dense willows bordering wet meadows, ponds, or backwaters.  Breeding success may be heavily affected by predation and brown-headed cowbird egg-parasitism (CDFG 2005). Elevation range 2,000-8,000 ft. They are known to occur on the Groveland District.
	There are no suitable nest sites, e.g. dense patches of willows within or near the project area along the cement-lined Utica aqueduct.  Neither the species nor its habitat occur within the project area or would be impacted by this project.

	Fringed myotis (bat)
Myotis thysanodes
	S
	Pinyon-juniper, Valley foothill hardwood, and hardwood-conifers. Roosts under bark in medium to large snags surrounded by low canopy cover (USDA 2012, unpublished).  Elevation range: sea level to 6,500 ft.
	Suitable habitat for Fringed myotis occurs in the montane hardwood within the project area.

	Townsend’s big-eared bat

Corynorhinus townsendii


	S


	This bat is found in all but subalphine and alpine habitats.  Now considered uncommon in CA.  Most abundant in mesic habitats.  Gleans from brush or trees or feeds along habitat edges (CDFG 2000).   Elevation range:  <10,800 ft.
	Suitable habitat for Townsend’s big-eared bats occurs in the montane hardwood within the project area.  

	Pallid bat

Antrozous pallidus


	S


	This species is associated with rocky outcrops, cliffs, and crevices with access to open habitats including grasslands, shrublands, woodlands, and forests for foraging.  Roosts by day in caves, crevices, mines, hollow trees, buildings (CDFG 1997).  Elevation range :  <10,000 ft.
	Suitable habitat for Pallid bats occurs in the mixed chaparral and montane hardwood within the project area.

	Sierra Nevada red fox

Vulpes vulpes necator
	S
	This species occurs in high elevation habitats including mixed conifer and red fir forests, mountain hemlock and whitebark pine woodlands, talus slopes and mountain meadows, and remoteness from human presence (Perrine et al. 2010).  Until recently (2010), the only known current population was near Lassen Peak.  In August 2010 a single female was detected near Sonora Pass along the border of Tuolomne and Mono Counties on the Humboldt-Toiyabe NF (Kalkowski 2010; UC Davis 2010).  In the fall of 2010, two additional animals, a male and female, were confirmed about 4 miles from the original on the Stanislaus NF (The Union Democrat 2010).  In 2014 the species was detected north of Hwy 108 for the first time (pers comm C. Holland).  Species has subsequently been located in Upper Gardner above Highland Lakes (pers.comm J. Harley). Elevation range >4,000 ft. 
	Project is well outside the current known elevation range and occupied habitat for this species.  Neither the species nor its habitat occur within the project area or would be impacted by this project.

	Pacific marten

Martes americana
	S

MIS
	Optimal habitats for martens are different-aged mixed-conifer stands with 40-60% canopy closure that contain large trees and snags and large amounts of basal area, downfall cover, living ground cover, and log density.  These provide cavities and holes for denning and nesting. Forages in small clearings, meadows, and riparian areas (CDFG 1997).

This is the MIS for late seral closed canopy coniferous forest ponderosa pine, Sierran mixed conifer, white fir, red fir, tree size 5 (canopy closures M and D), and tree size 6 vegetation types.

Population trend - decreasing
	Neither the species nor its habitat occur within the project area or would be impacted by this project.

	Fox sparrow

Passerella iliaca
	MIS
	This is the MIS for shrubland (west-slope chaparral) including montane chaparral, mixed chaparral, and chamise-redshank chaparral vegetation types.

Population trend - stable
	Fox sparrows likely occur in the mixed chaparral/montane hardwood within the project area.


	Mule Deer

Odocoileus hemionus
	MIS
	This is the MIS for oak-associated hardwood and hardwood/conifer including montane hardwood and montane hardwood-conifer vegetation types.

Population trend - stable
	Mule deer are known to occur in the mixed chaparral/montane hardwood within the project area.

	Yellow warbler

Dendroica petechia
	MIS
	This is the MIS for montane riparian and valley foothill riparian vegetation types.

Population trend - stable
	Neither the species nor its habitat occur within the project area or would be impacted by this project.

	Mountain quail

Oreortyx pictus
	MIS
	This is the MIS for early and mid-seral coniferous forest ponderosa pine, Sierran mixed conifer, white fir, red fir, eastside pine, tree sizes 1, 2, 3, and 4, all canopy vegetation types.

Population trend - stable
	Neither the species nor its habitat occur within the project area or would be impacted by this project.

	Sooty (blue) grouse

Dendragapus obscurus
	MIS
	This is the MIS for late seral open canopy coniferous forest ponderosa pine, Sierran mixed conifer, white fir, red fir, eastside pine, tree size 5, canopy closures S and P vegetation types.

Population trend - stable
	Neither the species nor its habitat occur within the project area or would be impacted by this project.



	Northern flying squirrel

Glaucomys sabrinus
	MIS
	This is the MIS for late seral closed canopy coniferous forest ponderosa pine, Sierran mixed conifer, white fir, red fir, tree size 5 (canopy closures M and D), and tree size 6 vegetation types.

Population trend - stable
	Neither the species nor its habitat occur within the project area or would be impacted by this project.

	Hairy woodpecker

Picoides villosus
	MIS
	This is the MIS for medium and large snag components in green forest vegetation types.

Population trend - stable
	Hairy woodpeckers likely occur in the montane hardwood vegetation type within the project area.

	Black-backed woodpecker

Picoides arcticus
	MIS
	This is the MIS for medium and large snag components in burned forest (stand-replacing fire) vegetation types.

Population trend - stable
	Neither the species nor its habitat occur within the project area or would be impacted by this project.




	* Status Definitions:

	· E
Listed Endangered under the ESA:  Any species that is in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant portion of its range. (Appendix A)

· T
Listed Threatened under the ESA: Any species that is likely to become an endangered species within the foreseeable future throughout all or a significant portion of its range. (Appendix A)

· PE
Proposed Endangered under the ESA: Any species that is proposed in the Federal Register to be listed under Section 4 of the Endangered Species Act. (Appendix A)

· EXPN Experimental population, non-essential

· C       Candidate Taxon, Ready for Proposal

· S
Sensitive: Those species listed on the Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species list for the California Region of the Forest Service (Appendix B)

· DM    Designated Monitoring
· MIS   Management Indicator Species:  Species identified in the STF Forest Plan Direction April 2010 (Page 42) for various vegetation types and seral stages. (Appendix C) 
· FP     Fully Protected – California Department of Fish and Game designation
· SSC  Species of Special Concern – California Department of Fish and Game designation



Effects of the Proposed Project:

Direct, Indirect, and Cumulative Effects
Current on-going projects in the vicinity of Last Chance Mastication project that may influence forest conditions and contribute to cumulative effects include maintenance of the Utica aqueduct and recreational activities.  

The following discussions analyze the direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to terrestrial wildlife species by project for the Last Chance Mastication project.  As mentioned previously, some projects aren’t expected to result in effects to certain species, thus detailed effects analysis was not conducted for all species identified in Table 1.  40 CFR 1508.08 defines effects:  Direct effects are effects which are caused by the action and occur at the same time and place.  Indirect effects are effects which are caused by the action and are later in time or farther removed in distance but are still reasonably foreseeable.  Cumulative effects are the incremental impact of the [proposed] action when added to other past, present and reasonably foreseeable future actions regardless of what agency (federal or non-federal) or person undertakes such other actions (40 CFR 1508.7).  

Environmental Consequences
Direct and Indirect Effects


Chaparral and Montane Hardwood Treatments
Direct and indirect effects from the proposed action on Fringed myotis, Pallid and Townsend’s big-eared bats, fox sparrow, mule deer, and hairy woodpecker are expected to be minor and short-term.  Direct and indirect effects are related to:  death, injury, disturbance from mechanical and hand vegetation treatments, and pile burning that may increase individual movement and displacement; and, habitat alteration, changes from a mid-seral to early seral stage, and increased grasses and forb production that may alter prey availability and influence reproductive success.
Mastication, hand-thinning treatments, and pile burning have the potential to cause death or injury because of the use of heavy equipment, the shredding of shrubs and small trees, and the introduction of fire to vegetation piles.  However, the mobility of the species makes it highly improbable that death or injury would occur as a result of project activities.  These treatments have the potential to cause disturbances and change normal behavior patterns because of the use of loud machinery such as masticators and chain saws, during the period operations would take place intermittently over an approximately 1 year period from 2018 to 2019.  
Fringed myotis, Pallid and Townsend’s big-eared bats are sensitive to disturbance and may abandon roost locations if disturbed by noise (Kunz and Martin 1982).  Disturbance during project implementation could result in short-term avoidance by bats.  These bat species are known to forage in habitat edges and open areas (hermanson and O’Shea 1983, Kunz and Martin 1982).  The proposed action should improve bat foraging conditions in edge habitats and open areas.  
Pile burning may result in displacement of individuals and a temporary avoidance of the area due to smoke and active flames.  Mastication and hand treatments should result in a minor impact on wildlife species by temporarily displacing individuals, but increase forest resiliency by removing excessive fuels and improve insect prey diversity and availability.  Snag and shrub-dependent species (hairy woodpecker, fox sparrow, mule deer) may exhibit a short term temporary avoidance of areas being disturbed during project implementation.  Displacement or avoidance of the area by individuals should be of short duration and should subside soon after project completion.  Individual movements may increase during project implementation due to noise and equipment disturbance.  The increase in movement may lead to an increase in mortality from increased energetic expenditures and predation risk.  Minimizing treatments during breeding seasons should reduce the risk of species avoidance and mortality risks during these sensitive periods.  The proposed action would reduce the risk of loss of habitat to fringed myotis, Pallid and Townsend’s big-eared bats, fox sparrow, mule deer, and hairy woodpecker.
Cumulative Effects
Current, on-going, simultaneous implementation or very close projects in the vicinity of Last Chance Mastication project include aqueduct maintenance and recreation activities.  These project could increase the potential for injury and death, and noise disturbances and disruption by a minor amount.  The additional effects of these activities on terrestrial wildlife species is expected to be negligible.  
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Best Available Science:

This evaluation was developed in consideration of the best available science and is consistent with the Stanislaus National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (USDA 2017), as amended.
Biological Assessment:

The purpose of this report is to document the determinations of effects to federally listed or proposed species and/or critical habitat or proposed critical habitat under the ESA (Endangered Species Act) that may be impacted by the proposed action.

Biological Evaluation:

The purpose of this report is to document the effects of the proposed action to sensitive species listed on the Regional Forester’s Sensitive species list for Region 5, Pacific Southwest Region.
Determinations:

Based on the effects analyses above,

__X__  I find that this project will have no effect to any endangered or threatened species or their critical habitats or their proposed critical habitats.

__X__  I find that this project is not likely to trend toward listing any sensitive species listed for the Stanislaus National Forest.
__X__  I find that this project would not impact the population trend for any MIS species for the Stanislaus National Forest.
Signature: 

Prepared by:
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____________________________________________     ___November 14, 2017_______

    Melinda S. Benton





Date


        Wildlife Biologist 

            Stanislaus NF 

APPENDIX A

FEDERALLY LISTED TERRESTRIAL ANIMALS OF THE STANISLAUS NATIONAL FOREST

December 14, 2010
Scientific name



Common name


Status

Mammals
Pekania pennanti



Pacific fisher



C
Gulo gulo luteus



California wolverine


C
APPENDIX B

SENSITIVE TERRESTRIAL ANIMAL SPECIES LIST FOR THE STANISLAUS NF

EXERPTED FROM THE REGIONAL FORESTER’S SENSITIVE PLANT AND ANIMAL LIST

JULY 3, 2013 updated 9/30/2013
ANIMALS:

Birds

Haliaeetus leucocephalus


Bald eagle

Accipiter gentilis



Northern goshawk 

Strix nebulosa



Great gray owl

Strix occidentalis occidentalis

California spotted owl
Empidonax traillii



Willow flycatcher

Mammals
Pekania pacifica



Pacific fisher

Gulo gulo luteus



California wolverine
Myotis thysanodes



Fringed myotis (bat)
Corynorhinus townsendii


Townsend’s big-eared bat

Antrozous pallidus



Pallid bat
Vulpes vulpes necator


Sierra Nevada red fox
Martes Americana



Pacific marten

APPENDIX C

            
Stanislaus National Forest
            
Management Indicator Species
Excerpted from the Sierra Nevada Forests Management Indicator Species Amendment [EIS pg. 44 and ROD pg. 3; 12/14/2007], Sierra Nevada Project-Level MIS Report Template Outline – Modified for the STF 03/14/08 Table 1, Page 7, and STF Forest Plan Direction March 2017, Page 38.  

      Pertinent portions of Table 1. Management Indicator Species

	Habitat or Ecosystem Component
	CWHR Type(s) defining the habitat or ecosystem component1
	Scientific Name

	Riverine & Lacustrine
	lacustrine (LAC) and riverine (RIV)
	aquatic macroinvertebrates

	Shrubland (west-slope chaparral types)
	montane chaparral (MCP), mixed chaparral (MCH), chamise-redshank chaparral (CRC)
	fox sparrow

Passerella iliaca

	Oak-associated Hardwood & Hardwood/conifer
	montane hardwood (MHW), montane hardwood-conifer (MHC)
	mule deer

Odocoileus hemionus

	Riparian
	montane riparian (MRI), valley foothill riparian (VRI)
	yellow warbler

Dendroica petechia

	Wet Meadow
	Wet meadow (WTM), freshwater emergent wetland (FEW)
	Pacific tree frog

Pseudacris regilla

	Early Seral Coniferous Forest
	ponderosa pine (PPN), Sierran mixed conifer (SMC), white fir (WFR), red fir (RFR), eastside pine (EPN), tree sizes 1, 2, and 3, all canopy closures
	Mountain quail

Oreortyx pictus

	Mid Seral Coniferous Forest
	ponderosa pine (PPN), Sierran mixed conifer (SMC), white fir (WFR), red fir (RFR), eastside pine (EPN), tree size 4, all canopy closures
	Mountain quail

Oreortyx pictus

	Late Seral Open Canopy Coniferous Forest
	ponderosa pine (PPN), Sierran mixed conifer (SMC), white fir (WFR), red fir (RFR), eastside pine (EPN), tree size 5, canopy closures S and P
	Sooty (blue) grouse

Dendragapus obscurus

	Late Seral Closed Canopy Coniferous Forest
	ponderosa pine (PPN), Sierran mixed conifer (SMC), white fir (WFR), red fir (RFR), tree size 5 (canopy closures M and D), and tree size 6.
	California spotted owl

Strix occidentalis occidentalis

	
	
	American marten

Martes americana

	
	
	northern flying squirrel

Glaucomys sabrinus

	Snags in Green Forest
	Medium and large snags in green forest
	hairy woodpecker

Picoides villosus

	Snags in Burned Forest
	Medium and large snags in burned forest (stand-replacing fire)
	black-backed woodpecker

Picoides arcticus


1 All CWHR size classes and canopy closures are included unless otherwise specified; dbh = diameter at breast height; Canopy Closure classifications:  S=Sparse Cover (10-24% canopy closure); P= Open cover (25-39% canopy closure); M= Moderate cover (40-59% canopy closure); D= Dense cover (60-100% canopy closure); Tree size classes:  1 (Seedling)(<1" dbh); 2 (Sapling)(1"-5.9" dbh); 3 (Pole)(6"-10.9" dbh);  4 (Small tree)(11"-23.9" dbh); 5 (Medium/Large tree)(>24" dbh); 6 (Multi-layered Tree) [In PPN and SMC] (Mayer and Laudenslayer 1988).   
