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Americans Committed to Conservation ¢ A Chapter of the National Audubon Society

November 6, 1998

Mara Melandry

Caltrans District 4

111 Grand Avenue (PO Box 23660)
QOakland, CA 94623-0660

Email: sfobb.dist04@dot.ca.gov

RE: San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge East Span Seismic Safety Project
Draft Environmental Impact Statement/Statutory Exemption

Dear Ms. Melandry:

The Golden Gate Audubon Society appreciates the opportunity to
comment on the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge East Span Seismic Safety
Project Draft Environmental Impact Statement/Statutory Exemption (DEIS).

On page 3-63 the DEIS states that “Compared to the tidal wetlands
located in the Emeryville Crescent, tidal wetlands in the project area do not
provide extensive habitat for wildlife and, therefore, functions and values are
limited.” We believe that this statement overly denigrates the value of the
tidal wetlands found in the project area. It is undoubtedly true that compared
to the Emeryville Crescent’s wetlands the small project area wetlands provide
less functional habitat. On the other hand, the same may be said for most Bay
Area wetlands since the Crescent’s wetlands are the richest in the entire
Central Bay. Using the Crescent as the standard for valuation is misleading
and would result in most other wetlands being viewed as lacking in
functional value.

We believe it is more accurate to say that small wetlands, such as the
project area wetlands, while providing correspondingly less functional habitat
than large ones, such as the Crescent’s, still provide significant functional
value. This is especially so in light of the extensive loss of wetland habitat
throughout the Bay Area (over 85%).

The same may be said for the project’s non-tidal wetlands that are also
characterized by the DEIS as having “limited functions and values” (pg. 3-63).

Nonetheless, we are appreciative of the fact that Caltrans proposes to
mitigate the loss of these wetlands at a ratio of 3:1. We are also appreciative
that such mitigation is proposed to be undertaken within the project area (pg.
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4-73). We would, however, like to know more specifically where this tidal
marsh mitigation will take place. As for the non-tidal wetland mitigation, we
believe that such mitigation should take place in the Emeryville Crescent.

We also appreciate the 3:1 mitigation ratio for the loss of mudflats
associated with the project (pg. 4-74). We do not, however, believe that the
Oakland Middle Harbor provides an appropriate mitigation site since that
area is already the site of the proposed habitat restoration that is part of the
proposed Oakland 50 dredging project. If mudflats are to be created it might be
best to create them (if hydrologically possible) as close to the proposed
shorebird roosting area mitigation site as possible since shorebirds locally
migrate from feeding grounds to roosting grounds.

We have some concerns with the proposed eelgrass mitigation. From
our participation with the Port of Oakland’s TAC for its 50-foot dredging
project we have learned much about eelgrass. Apparently eelgrass will grow
robustly where appropriate habitat conditions exist and it is an efficient and
robust colonizer. From this we deduce that if the eelgrass beds are sparse in
the project area and in neighboring areas, it may be because the habitat will
not support a more dense population of eelgrass. Thus transplanting eelgrass
into these neighboring existing eelgrass beds may not result in a successful
densification of those beds. Might it even make those existing beds less
tenable by stressing an inadequate habitat? The FEIS should provide more
extensive discussion of the likelihood for success of the proposed eelgrass
transplantation into existing neighboring beds. It should also discuss the
possibility that such densification attempts might have negative impacts on
the existing beds.

For the above reasons, we believe that the proposed 3:1 mitigation ratio
is far from adequate. We believe that the impacts to eelgrass should be
mitigated at a 10:1 ratio. We base this on the following:

1) The National Research Council in its 1992 study, Restoration of
Aquatic Ecosystems, states that because mitigation is so inexact that mitigation
ratios should go as high as 10:1 depending upon the functions impacted.

2) Eelgrass is very rare in the Bay Area and it has great ecological
value. Our 1994 Symposium for the closing of the Alameda Naval Air Station
revealed that the eelgrass beds south of the Alameda Naval Air Station have
higher densities of fish and invertebrates than any other part of the Bay (see
Alameda Naval Air Station’s Natural Resources and Base Closure; A Symposium,
published by Golden Gate Audubon Society, 1994).

3) Eelgrass mitigation is highly “experimental” (DEIS, pg. 4-74)
and the likelihood of success is problematic.

4) The extraordinary functional values found in the Emeryville
Crescent may be in part a result of the presence of the existing adjacent
eelgrass beds.

Furthermore, because the success of the eelgrass mitigation is so
problematic we think the mitigation should include an out-of-kind
component. In other words, because it is likely that the attempt to replace the
eelgrass will fail and result in no successful mitigation whatsoever, there
should be included a wetland or mudflat creation component to the eelgrass
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mitigation requirement. This will ensure that some aquatic habitat is
successfully created to mitigate the loss of the eelgrass even though it will not
be new eelgrass. A possible scenario would be to attempt eelgrass mitigation at
a 3:1 ratio and then provide a wetland and/or mudflat mitigation component
at a 7:1 ratio to make up the entire 10:1 ratio (this wetland/mudflat mitigation
is over and above the wetland and mudflat mitigations required for project
impacts specifically to wetlands and mudflats).

The DEIS states that surveys for wildlife were not conducted (pg. 3-65).
It also states that the federally listed threatened Western Snowy Plover is
unlikely to be present on the site. We believe that appropriate Western
Snowy Plover habitat both for roosting and nesting may be present on the
site. There should be some surveying of the site to make a determination of
whether the plover is to be found there.

We do not agree with the statement in the DEIS that “removal of
mudflats...is not anticipated to adversely affect shorebirds ”(pg. 4-76).
Shorebird densities in the Emeryville Crescent area are among the highest in
the Bay Area and substantial food resources must be present to support those
numbers. Since shorebirds feed in mudflats, it must be assumed that all
mudflats present in the general area provide important foraging grounds for
these birds. Nonetheless, we are appreciative of the 3:1 ratio proposed by
Caltrans as mitigation for loss of mudflats.

The DEIS does state that mitigation for loss of shorebird roosting
habitat will entail the creation of such roosting habitat within the proposed
Oakland Touchdown area park and that this habitat will be fenced in to
protect the birds from human disturbance (pg. 4-76). We congratulate Caltrans
for this proposal. )

Shorebird roosting habitat is in very short supply in the Crescent Area
and we consider it to be a limiting factor in shorebird populations in the
project area. We do ask what acreage will be set aside for the shorebirds? Also,
we ask how will the habitat be created so that it will work for shorebird
roosting (vegetative growth often defeats attempts to create roosting sites
since high vegetation makes unsuitable roosting habitat). Also, we want to
know what assurances will be made that such a habitat will indeed be created
and how it will be managed? Will a fund be established to enable whatever
agency owns the land to manage this roosting habitat in the future? Finally,
we also ask whether it will be dedicated for such habitat purposes in
perpetuity? We believe it must be so dedicated.

We are highly appreciative of Caltrans proposal to provide nesting
platforms for the Double-crested Cormorant on the new bridge. We are
disturbed, however, by the statement that mitigation for the impacts to the
Cormorant may be “on-site or off-site”. This suggests that these proposed
nesting platforms may not be included in the project (pg. 4-75). We believe
that nesting platforms on the bridge must be included in this project for the
following reasons:

1) This part of the Bay is the richest in fisheries (see Alameda Naval
Air Station Symposium, supra). Such extensive fisheries are necessary to
provide forage for 400-600 pairs of Cormorants.
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2) The mitigation proposed at Vallejo (Option 1) is inappropriate if it is
used as the only mitigation because it would result in a net loss of nesting
sites for the Cormorant. This is because, as the DIES states (pg. 4-75),
Cormorant nests already exist in the Vallejo salt ponds. If these Vallejo nests
are destroyed as a result of another project, and then replaced as mitigation
for the Bridge project, two nest sites are lost (Bridge and salt pond) but only
one is restored (the salt pond site). This clearly results in a net loss of nesting
sites. If the Cormorant colony at the Vallejo site is going to be impacted, the
creation of new platforms at that location should be part of the mitigation
required for impacts resulting from the project that destroys the original nests
in the first place.

3) Option 2 is questionable because the relocated Cormorants may find
themselves in competition with existing Cormorant colony nesting on the
Richmond-San Rafael Bridge.

On page 2-23 and in Table 2.6-1 the DEIS states that approximately
540,000 cubic meters of bay mud will need to be dredged and disposed of. The
DEIS does not indicate where this dredge material will be placed. The
discussion at 4.14.9 is completely vague. The disposal of dredge material can
inflict its own negative impacts on our aquatic environment and thus is a
very controversial subject. The FEIS should explain more fully where this
dredge material will be deposited and the public should have the opportunity
to comment on the appropriateness of the disposal site chosen considering
the potential negative impacts of that discharge. The FEIS should indicate
whether this dredge material will have any contaminants and, if so, how the
disposal option chosen addresses the impacts of contaminated dredge
material. ‘

Also on page 2-23 the DEIS states that underwater explosions may be
necessary. The FEIS should address this issue more fully. Will such
explosions have any effect on local fish populations. If so, could this impact
also effect fish-eating birds in the area. For example, could these explosions
have a negative impact on the fish foraged on by the endangered California
Least Tern? Could it scare these forage fish away from the area? If so, such
explosions should be timed to occur outside the Least Tern’s nesting season
which is April through September. Also, could these explosions have any
impact on listed salmon species?

It is difficult to determine the areal extent of Bay fill involved in this
project because the DEIS describes the amount of fill in cubic measures. What
acreage amount of Bay fill is involved in the project alternatives?

The DEIS does not make clear which is the least environmentally
damaging alternative. Which alternative has the least amount of Bay fill?
Which has the least impact on wetlands, mudflats, shorebird roosting sites,
eelgrass, etc. While all this information is probably in the DEIS it is not clearly
laid out. A chart illustrating the environmental impacts of the alternatives
would be very helpful.

Finally, the timing of construction should be discussed. Construction
on the touchdown area may impact shorebirds if undertaken during the
shorebird spring and fall migratory periods and during the winter months
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when shorebirds reside at the project area. It might be necessary to time the
touchdown work to avoid these sensitive time periods.

We congratulate Caltrans on its efforts to provide adequate mitigation
for the project’s impacts. We hope that with our added suggestions these
impacts can be adequately minimized and mitigated to the degree that
modern science allows. Thank you for your attention to our views.

Sincerely yours,

Arthur Feinstein
Executive Director
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Golden Gate Audubon Society Letter dated 11/6/1998

Comment 1

The importance of tidal wetlands and small isolated wetlands is recognized.  It should be noted that the build alternatives would not impact wetlands, with the exception of Replacement Alternative S-4.  This alternative would impact 0.05 hectare (0.12 acre) of non-tidal wetlands on the southern portion of the Oakland Touchdown.  Replacement Alternative S-4 has not been identified as the Preferred Alternative.  If this alternative is ultimately selected, mitigation would likely consist of off-site creation of non-tidal wetlands at an appropriate site.  See the Conceptual Mitigation Plan for Special Aquatic Sites in Appendix N for additional details regarding possible creation of wetlands.

Comment 2

Caltrans, in consultation with the resource agencies, screened a number of potential mitigation sites.  Many of the sites were eliminated because they were either too small or unavailable.  The Emeryville Crescent was considered but was subsequently withdrawn from further consideration in favor of creating a tidal marsh ecosystem.  A potential site in Richmond has been identified that would be suitable for creation of tidal marsh, tidal channels, and mudflats and enhancement of existing uplands and wetlands as part of the off-site mitigation.  Resource agencies agreed that creation of a tidal marsh ecosystem instead of enhancement of the existing Emeryville Crescent marsh would have greater value in mitigating project impacts since the Emeryville Crescent does not have a sufficient amount of uplands that could be converted to tidal marsh or non-tidal wetlands.  Moreover, the existing uplands provide a significant value to wildlife.  Please refer to the updated discussion of mitigation in Section 4.9.6 — Natural Resources, Mitigation and Appendix N for a description of proposed off-site mitigation locations.

Comment 3

Comment noted.  The Oakland Middle Harbor Enhancement Area has been withdrawn from consideration as a mitigation option, and reference to that site has been deleted.  Caltrans has refined conceptual plans for sand flat mitigation.  Subsequent consultation with resource agencies has resulted in development of out-of-kind mitigation in the form of a tidal marsh ecosystem that includes mudflats, tidal channels, tidal marsh and enhanced uplands, and existing wetlands.  Caltrans would also restore on-site a portion of sand flats temporarily impacted by the placement of a geotube to construct the westbound roadway.  For project effects to sand flats, see Section 4.9.6 — Natural Resources, Mitigation and Appendix N for more details.

Comment 4

Mitigation for the loss of eelgrass beds is described in Section 4.9.6 — Natural Resources, Mitigation and in the Conceptual Mitigation Plan for Special Aquatic Sites, which is included in Appendix N.  The complexity of ensuring successful transplantation and enhancement of eelgrass beds is recognized.  Caltrans is working with recognized experts in this field to determine the likelihood for success of transplanting eelgrass.  Proposed on-site mitigation includes harvesting eelgrass from areas that would be dredged prior to construction and planting test plots to determine successful methodologies for  transplanting eelgrass.  At project completion, Caltrans would also restore portions of the barge access channel to its original bathymetry and plant eelgrass to facilitate eelgrass colonization.  Caltrans would also provide off-site mitigation in the form of a tidal marsh ecosystem.  Out-of-kind mitigation is agreed to by resource agencies.  EPA, ACOE, and USFWS have provided preliminary agreement on the Conceptual Mitigation Plan for Special Aquatic Sites (see their concurrence letters in Appendix F — NEPA/404 Integration Process).

The suggested combined eelgrass/wetland/mudflat mitigation approach has been considered in the development of the mitigation plan.  

Comment 5

Based on consultation with USFWS, Caltrans determined that the western snowy plover is not likely to occur within the project area due to lack of suitable nesting habitat.  Historically, the Oakland Army Base may have had nesting habitat, judging from aerial photographs, but the site no longer supports nesting habitat for snowy plovers.  The snowy plover requires unvegetated dune areas, and the small dunes in the project area are mostly covered with saltgrass and iceplant.  This information is provided in revised Section 4.9.3 ( Plants and Wildlife. 

Comment 6

Comments regarding mudflats and shorebirds are noted.  Please see updated Section 4.9.6 — Natural Resources, Mitigation and Appendix N for a description of conceptual sand flats mitigation.

Comment 7

The referenced statement has been deleted from the FEIS.  Impacts to shorebird habitat would occur as a result of all replacement alternatives.  The northern alternatives would permanently impact shorebird feeding habitat.  Sand flats along the northern portion of the Oakland Touchdown area provide foraging and roosting areas.  Approximately 1.36 hectares (3.36 acres) of these sand flats would be permanently impacted by the northern alternatives.  However, the reduction in feeding habitat is not anticipated to adversely impact shorebirds due to the relatively small area affected by the project.  The northern alternatives would also temporarily impact 0.69 hectare (1.70 acre) of sand flats during construction of the westbound roadway and placement of a geotube for dewatering.  Replacement Alternative S-4 would permanently impact approximately 0.21 hectare (0.51 acre) of uplands.  The upland areas occur on the south side of the Oakland Touchdown area and are known to provide shorebird winter and high-tide roosting habitat.  All replacement alternatives would temporarily impact this upland area during construction and would result in the displacement of roosting habitat.  Proposed mitigation for the loss of shorebird roosting habitat includes restoration of portions of the sand flats impacted by the placement of a geotube and off-site creation of a tidal marsh ecosystem, including enhancement or creation of upland shorebird refugia.  See Section 4.9.6 — Natural Resources, Mitigation and Section 4.14.8 — Temporary Impacts During Construction Activities for more on mitigation.

Preference for creation of roosting habitat as part of the Gateway Park master planning is noted.  Any shorebird roosting habitat areas as part of the Gateway Park would be developed through the park planning process, which is being led by the East Bay Regional Park District.  

Comment 8

Please see response to Comment 7 above.
Comment 9

Nest ledges would be constructed on a replacement bridge.  The off-site mitigation is no longer being pursued.

Comment 10

A Dredged Material Management Plan (DMMP) has been developed in consultation with the ACOE, EPA, and other members of the Dredged Material Management Office (DMMO).  The DMMP addresses updated estimates of materials to be dredged (see also revised Table 4.14-4 in the FEIS and the errata sheet attached to the DMMP in Appendix M), locations for reuse/disposal of materials, and impacts of dredging on the aquatic environment. 

The DMMP (in Appendix M) includes evaluation of numerous reuse/disposal options and combinations of these options.  The list was narrowed to a smaller set based on availability.  The alternatives analyzed in detail in the DMMP include in-Bay (SF-11), ocean (SF-DODS), the Hamilton Wetlands Restoration Project, Montezuma Wetland restoration, sidecasting and upland disposal at various landfills.  Caltrans proposes to beneficially reuse a majority of the material at an upland wetland site, provided such sites are accepting material during the periods when construction activities would generate dredged material and that such sites are cost-effective.  If approved sites are not available or found to be not cost-effective, Caltrans may beneficially reuse materials at landfill sites as daily cover or dispose of materials at the deep ocean disposal site.  Caltrans may also beneficially reuse some dredged material and excavated sand to restore portions of the barge access channel at the Oakland Touchdown area for eelgrass habitat.

A Sediment Sampling and Analysis Report was completed for the Preferred Alternative by Caltrans in June 2000 and is available for review at the Caltrans District 4 Public Information Office and selected libraries listed in the Preface of the FEIS.  This report summarizes the results of testing to determine the quality of materials.  The sediments encountered during the testing were primarily silt and clay.  Chemical analyses indicated that although some metals were detected in site sediments at levels exceeding San Francisco Estuary ambient concentrations, the majority of organic and inorganic analyte concentrations in site sediments were similar to concentrations detected in baseline sediments.  Solid phase bioassays to evaluate the effect of site sediments on benthic organisms indicated that sediments from several locations near the Oakland Touchdown are not suitable for aquatic disposal (in-Bay or ocean) for beneficial reuse at upland wetland sites.

In its letter of October 31, 2000 (see Appendix G for a copy of the letter), the DMMO made the following conclusions regarding the disposal of dredged materials:

· Up to 248,219 cubic meters (324,681 cubic yards) of site sediments are suitable for unconfined aquatic disposal; and

· Up to 319,181 cubic meters (417,503 cubic yards) of site sediments are suitable for beneficial reuse at upland wetland sites.

Any sediment not suitable for aquatic disposal or reuse would be properly disposed of at a landfill.  See Section 4.14.10 — Construction Excavation and Dredging for further discussion of project dredging.

Comment 11

The use of detonations has been withdrawn.  

Comment 12

As requested, this information has been included in the FEIS in revised Section 4.9.1 — Placement of Fill in San Francisco Bay.  The area of fill as defined by ACOE is presented in Table 4.9-2 and the area of fill as defined by BCDC is presented in Table 4.9-4.  Also, a discussion on the area of temporary fill has been added to Section 4.14.8 — Natural Resources and Table 4.14-2.

Comment 13

The Preferred Alternative, Replacement Alternative N-6, self-anchored suspension design variation, has been identified as the LEDPA.  A discussion of the LEDPA can be found in Section 2.2.6 — Preferred and Least Environmentally Damaging Practicable Alternative and Appendix F.  The summary table, Table S-3, has been revised to include more information.  Tables 4.9-5 and 4.14-3 have been added to the Natural Resources sections to provide a summary of impacts to special aquatic sites.  

Comment 14

Exact timing of construction activities is not known at this time.  If construction sequencing permits, dredging in shallow water near the Oakland Touchdown would be restricted to a window between June 1 and December 31.  Avoiding construction during spring, fall, and winter at the Oakland Touchdown area is not feasible as it would extend the duration of construction dramatically. 
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