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Via Electronic Mail:

sfobb.dist04@dot.ca.gov

Mr. Greg Bayol

Public Information Office
Caltrans District 4

111 Grand Avenue

P.O. Box 23660

Oakland, CA 94623-0660

Comments on Draft Environmental Impact Statement
for San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge
East Span Seismic Safety Project

Dear Mr. Bayol:

On behalf of Earth Island Institute ("EII"), we submit the following comments on the
draft Environmental Impact Statement ("EIS") for the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge East
Span Seismic Safety Project ("Bay Bridge Project"). EII previously reviewed the environmental
documentation for the Richmond-San Rafael Bridge Seismic Retrofit Project ("Richmond-San
Rafael Bridge Project"), commented extensively regarding the potential effects of that project on
San Francisco Bay harbor seals, and proposed a number of potential mitigation measures which
were uiltimately incorporated inio thie Incidontal Harassment Authorizaiion issued py the National
Marine Fisheries Service. See EII’s October 3, 1997 "Comments on the Proposed Incidental
Harassment Authorization for the San Francisco Bay Harbor Seals in Connection with
Richmond-San Rafael Bridge Seismic Retrofit Project” and attached Comments by harbor seal
expert Dianne Kopec. These prior comments are expressly incorporated by reference herein. We
would be happy to provide Caltrans with another copy of them, if necessary. -

The draft EIS for the Bay Bridge Project has two serious flaws. First, it fails to consider
adequate mitigation measures to protect harbor seals using the YBI site from direct project
impacts, primarily because the document misconstrues seal use at this site. Second, the draft EIS
completely ignores potential curmulative impacts from the two bridge seismic projects on the San
Francisco harbor seals population stock. Our comments address each of these defects in turn.
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The most obvious adverse impact of the Bay Bridge Project on San Francisco Bay harbor

seals is direct disturbance at the YBI site itself. The draft EIS concedes that "vibrations from
blasting and pile driving activities may harass the harbor seals when resting at the haul-out site .
. on the southwest side of YBI or foraging in surrounding waters." Draft EIS, Section 4.14.8.
Yet the mitigation and monitoring measures proposed in the draft EIS (Section 4.14.8) for the
YBI site are not adequate to ensure that seals do not abandon the YBI site due to construction
activity. In particular:

*  The draft EIS for the Bay Bridge Project contains a serious factual error in Section
4.14.8 when it states that the harbor seals use the YBI haul-out site only in the winter
months. Although the peak of seal activity at YBI occurs in the winter months, most
likely due to winter herring runs in the Bay, the ground-counts of leading Bay harbor
seal expert Dianne Kopec confirm that the site is used by Bay seals throughout the
year. In fact, the draft EIS concedes this fact in another section of the document.
Draft EIS, Section 3.9.3 ("Harbor seals use the south side of YBI as a haul-out site
year-round"). If Caltrans believes there is any doubt about year-round harbor seal use
of YBI, we can provide you with additional scientific information on this issue

* The draft EIS proposes to restrict the use of explosives only during the winter months
and to monitor the seals only during construction activities that use explosives.
Because the seals use the YBI site throughout the year, the impact of the Bay Bridge
Project on seals must be monitored year-round. In addition, a much more extensive
monitoring plan must be adopted for the YBI site. "Periodic monitoring" and
monitoring only during "blasting activities" are not adequate to assess true project
impacts. At a minimum, thrice-weekly monitoring of harbor seal numbers and
behavior at the YBI haul-out site should be conducted throughout the entire period of
bridge construction. During construction activities using explosives, seal activity at
the YBI haul-out should be monitored for a three-day period bracketing the day that
explosives are used.

®* The draft EIS states that a biological monitor will be present during blasting activities
to ensure that blasting is conducted only when harbor seals are not present within the
1,000-yard safety zone. As EII previously noted in its October 3, 1997 comment
letter on the Richmond-San Rafael Bridge Project, it is essential that the biological
monitor have requisite expertise for this type of field work and that the monitor be
objective and willing to report incidents that lead to temporary work stoppage.

As noted above, there is also the potential for significant cumulative impacts on the Bay’s
resident harbor seals from simultaneous or sequential construction activities on the Richmond-
San Rafael Bridge and the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge. While the direct effects of the
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two projects will be focused on the Castro Rocks and YBI haul-out sites, respectively, the two
projects when considered together may well adversely impact the dynamics of the entire San
Francisco Bay population stock. For instance, the Castro Rocks site is used as both a year-round
haul-out and a spring pupping site for approximately twenty percent of the pups born in the Bay,
while YBI, which is also a year-round haul-out, is presently used primarily as a male haul-out
site during pupping season. Construction activities at Castro Rocks that temporarily or
permanently displace pupping seals to other sites may cause the YBI haul-out to become more
important to the stock as an alternative pupping site and thus more sensmve to disturbance
impacts.

The draft EIS for the Bay Bridge Project fails entirely to address the possibility of these
cumulative impacts. See Draft EIS, Section 4.14.8. That is, the document does not consider
whether the bridge projects may result in increased harbor seal use of the YBI site and/or a
change in the nature of existing harbor seal activities at that site, or the impacts on the Bay
population stock in the event that such changes do occur. Because it is foreseeable, given the
biology and population dynamics of this species, that seals may begin to use the YBI site for pup
rearing as a direct result of disturbance at the Castro Rocks site, these issues cannot be ignored in
the environmental documentation for the Bay Bridge Project.

The potential for cumulative impacts from simultaneous or sequential construction on the
bridge projects also underscores the need for continuous monitoring of harbor seals at YBI
throughout the entire period of Bay Bridge Project construction, as well as the development of
appropriate feedback mechanisms if such monitoring demonstrates increased sensitivity at the
YBI site (caused, for example, by relocation of pup rearing from Castro Rocks). In particular,
the draft EIS for the Bay Bridge Project should evaluate, and Caltrans should adopt, a
methodology whereby appropriate modifications of planned construction activities will be made
when ongoing monitoring indicates that seals have been displaced from the Castro Rocks haul-
out to YBI.

In sum, the mitigation and monitoring measures propesed in the draft EIS for the Bay Bridge
Project are inadequate to protect the seals from harassment due to construction activity. The
draft EIS fails to consider the cumulative impact to the harbor seals of simultaneous bridge
construction and disturbance that will directly impact two of the three largest and most important
haul-out sites in the Bay.
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Thank you for the opportunity to provide public and scientific input into the proposed
mitigation and monitoring measures for the Bay Bridge Project. If you or your staff have any
questions about these comments, please do not hesitate to call us.

Sincerely yours,

Jasetle Schuc

Janette E. Schue
Law Student








Earth Island Institute and Stanford Environmental Clinic Letter dated 11/9/1998

Comment 1

The concerns raised by Earth Island Institute in prior comments regarding the Richmond-San Rafael Bridge Seismic Retrofit Project are noted.  Research conducted and information obtained in developing the harbor seal mitigation program for the Richmond-San Rafael has been considered in developing the mitigation program for the East Span Project.

Comment 2

Adequate mitigation measures will be developed in consultation with NMFS after evaluating the final results of the Pile Installation Demonstration Project (PIDP) for which Caltrans received an Incidental Harassment Authorization from the National Marine Fisheries Service.  The PIDP, completed in December 2000, provided Caltrans with an opportunity to measure sound pressure levels resulting from pile driving activities both in air and under water.  Initial results indicate no impacts to harbor seals at the YBI haul-out site and minimal impacts to marine mammals at the PIDP site.

The PIDP also tested the effectiveness of two sound attenuation systems, a bubble curtain and a floating barrier with a contained aerating mechanism.  Results of the PIDP suggest that sound attenuation devices are effective.  Methods, such as a sound attenuation system and/or monitoring, would be used to avoid impacts to marine mammals.  The decision as to what measures to implement will be made in consultation with NMFS.

Comment 3

An expanded discussion of cumulative impacts of the project is included in Section 4.15.13 ( Cumulative Impacts, Natural Resources — Special Status Species of the EIS.

Data indicate that harbor seals return to haul-out sites when construction activities cease.  The East Span and Richmond-San Rafael Projects do not physically impact the haul-out sites and activities related to these projects that may impact harbor seals would be intermittent.  Because the haul-out sites would not be directly used for construction activities and the activities would be intermittent, cumulative impacts during construction of the East Span Project in combination with the seismic retrofit of the Richmond-San Rafael Bridge (scheduled for completion by March 2004) are expected to be minimal.

Comment 4

As stated in response to Comment 2 above, the results of the PIDP would assist in the development of adequate mitigation and monitoring measures for harbor seals during construction.  The use of detonations has been withdrawn from consideration due to the potential adverse impacts it would have on marine life.

Comment 5

Comment noted.  The reference in Section 4.14.8 — Natural Resources to harbor seals using the YBI haul-out site only during the winter months has been removed.  

Comment 6

As mentioned in response to Comment 4 above, Caltrans is no longer considering blasting as part of the East Span Project and, therefore, no impact would occur.  
Comment 7

Please see response to Comment 3 in regard to cumulative impacts on harbor seals.

A mitigation and monitoring plan will be developed in coordination with the National Marine Fisheries Service to address potential construction-related impacts to harbor seals and protective actions to minimize or avoid impacts.  Implementation of this plan and one similar for the Richmond-San Rafael Bridge Retrofit Project would minimize cumulative impacts.  

Comment 8

Please see responses to Comments 1 and 2 above.
Comment 9

Please see response to Comment 7 above.
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