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On April 29, 2019, California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) received a
Notice of Intent to adopt a Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND) from the California
State Lands Commission (CSLC) for the RTI Infrastructure, Inc. Manchester Subsea
Cables Project (Project), as proposed by RTI Infrastructure, Inc. (Applicant). As a
Trustee for the State’s fish and wildlife resources, CDFW has jurisdiction over the
conservation, protection, and management of fish, wildlife, native plants and the
habitat necessary to sustain their populations. As a Responsible Agency, CDFW
administers the California Endangered Species Act (CESA) and other provisions of the
Fish and Game Code that conserve the State’s fish and wildlife public trust resources.
CDFW offers the following comments and recommendations in our role as a Trustee
and Responsible Agency under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA,
California Public Resource Code §21000 et seq.).

CDFW'’s primary concern with the MND is that it does not adequately assess, map, or
disclose potentially impacted rare plant populations, Sensitive Natural Communities
(SNCs), or bridge bat roosts. Given the Project’s location, it is highly likely that rare
plant populations, SNCs, and bat colonies occur within the Project footprint. Due to
incomplete biological surveys and impact assessments, CDFW and the public cannot
meaningfully review the MND to determine if the Project’s impacts are significant or if
proposed mitigations are feasible and effective. For this reason, CDFW recommends
the MND be recirculated once completed biological survey results are incorporated into
the environmental document.

Project Description

The Project would create a temporary staging area, approximately 100 feet by 150
feet, on Assessor’s Parcel Number 132-170-11, approximately 0.6 miles north of
Manchester Beach State Park. Within this staging area, a landing manhole and surface
access vault would be constructed, and this would be the connection site for marine
and terrestrial fiber-optic cables. From this site, horizontal directional drilling would
install steel bore pipes under the bluff, beach, and near-shore ocean and connect with
marine pipes approximately 3,300 feet offshore. At the staging area, vertical holes
would be drilled down to ground water in order to electrically ground each pipe. A
combination of trenching and directional drilling would connect an underground conduit
system to the landing manhole and to one of three pre-existing buildings in Manchester
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that would then function as the Cable Landing Station. The underground conduit
system would be trenched on both sides of State Route 1 (SR1), and potentially along
both sides of Kinney Road, if selected. The conduit system would be approximately ten
miles long. Crossrngs of waterways may be by directional drilling beneath or by
‘trad|t|onal trenchmg Wlth the cables secured to exrstlng brldges

Work would be staged over six years from 2019 to 2025. In the first two years, the
Iandmg manhole surface access vault, bore pipes, and underground conduit system
would be constructed and the chosen site would be upgraded to a cable Iandlng
station. One cable connectlon and electr[cal ground would be estabhshed each
successwe year totallng four cables - :

The entrre Pro;ect areais wrthrn the Coastal Zone and within two miles of the Pacific
Ocean. This transition area from marine to upland habitat is a b|ologlcally diverse area,
‘and commonly supports SNCs, rare plants, and wetlands. The Project area along the
hlghway includes Alder Creek, Brush Creek, and four unnamed creeks, where riparian
vegetation and moist condltlons facilitate use by nesting bll‘dS terrestnal and aquatic
‘wrldllfe and functlon as |mportant corndors for Wlldllfe movement : :

| ’:Consultatlon Hlstory

R : L '{CDFW Reglon 1 staff were not provrded the opportunrty to consult on any aspect of
g ~ draft th f t to adopt thi

o .5_'Th|s Prolect needs further botanlcal surveys dunng the appropnate flowenng penods

for all rare plants with the potentlal to occur in the Pro;ect area. Rare plant mitigations
should be proposed where appropnate Prior to the start of construction, rare plant and
SNC survey results with maps, and mitigations as appropnate should be submitted to
CDFW for review and concurrence. ‘ . , :

The MND does not adequately describe potentially affected natural communities for
CDFW to determine if the correct natural community alliances have been properly
identified. The MND identifies 8.5 acres as “Perennial Grasslands” with “Common
velvet-grass — sweet vemal grass meadow” as the vegetative alliance. These habitat
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types are difficult to interpret because they combine older vegetation classification
systems with the current classification in the Manual of California Vegetation (MCV)
(CNPS 2019). It is important to classify vegetation using the current system MCV
classification, when feasible, because the definition of whether these alliances are
SNCs, which must be considered under CEQA |s based prlmanly on the current MCV
class#" catlon

Because of the dlfflcu!ty in classifying grassland natural communities with a high
abundance of non-native plants, CDFW prowdes on-line guidance (CDFW 2019). This
gmdance o claSSIfylng grassland stands states “a stand is considered native if 10% or
more relative cover consists of native taxa that are evenly distributed in the stand and
present at any time during the growing season” (CDFW 2018). The natural community
classification should be based on both the distribution of native plants in a grassland
area and their presence throughout the growing season. This approach takes careful
consnderatlon and typlcally multlple VISItS dunng the grownng season. :

From the mformatlon presented in the MND, CDFW cannot determme the potentlal
presence of and impacts to SNC grassland alliances. This particularly affects decisions
regardlng the placement of the staging area and Iand ing manhole/surface access vault,
“and any necessary mltlgatlons The Appllcant should describe all potentlally lmpacted

~ SNCs by using the MCV to the maximum extent practlcable and current CDOFW

) ';gundance on. grassiand classmcatlon Mltlgatlons should be proposed for s:gnlflcant R
' _['f_lmpact to SNCs. - ! : ‘ ST A

S i‘alysteg:a purpurata ssp "purpurata ' WhICh may be a mistake. The Apphca should ‘_ i S
.+ :confirm the, ldentlflcatlon of Calystegla purpurata ldeally usmg a botamst famlllar Wlth
.‘-thesetaxa : L SRR % Lo

Blologlcal Study Area

The MND does not specify the location of the staging area or the landing
manhole/surface access vault, presumably because the siting will depend on the
results of upcoming botanical surveys. It also does not specify the location of drill pits
and receiving pits for the horizontal directional drilling (HDD) proposed at six
watercourse crossings. These activities have a higher potential for adverse impacts
(e.g., noise, vibration, dewatering, potential leaks/pollution) than the trenching along
the highway corridor.
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In most Project locations along SR1, the BSA on each side of the highway is less than
the width of the highway. This BSA is too narrow to include the potential impact area of
HDD pits and drilling on adjacent habitats. The BSA at these locations should be
extensive enough to account for potential direct and indirect impacts from these
activities. -

At the Landing Parcel, the BSA boundary is the edge of the parcel This suggests that
the stagmg area and landing manhole will need to be sited an appropriate distance
from the edge of the BSA to account for direct and indirect impacts to resources at or
beyond the edge of the BSA. For instance, there is a watercourse and riparian
vegetatron on the south side of the Landing Parcel, but outside the boundary of the
BSA. An appropriate disturbance buffer should be given to this watercourse even
though it outside of the BSA boundary. :

The Project shoul_d site the landing manhole/surface access vault and all HDD drill and
receiving pits in areas with the least potential for impacts to natural resources. Prior to
starting construction, the Applicant should submit to CDFW for review and concurrence
a map showing Project component locations in relatron to rare plant populatlons

SNCs wetlands and rrpanan habltat

v_'gAssessmg Impacts to Bats |

- ‘ ':»_‘{are detected utrhzrng the brldg’es CDFW should be immedlatefy cohsulted ;t'o address
. ‘what if any m|trgat|on measures are needed to avord srgnrfrcant |mpacts to roostmg bat
""colomes - ‘ : : e BRI

| Recirculatitng the MND

As described above, the MND does not adequately assess potentially significant
impacts to rare plants, SNCs, and bats. Rare plant surveys, for instance, will not be
completed until after the CEQA comment period is over, thus vitiating CDFW's and the
public’s ability to review and comment on these survey results and impact
assessments. :
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Consequently, CDFW recommends the MND be recirculated through the State
Clearing House once completed biological survey results are incorporated into the
environmental document. If this is not feasible, then CDFW recommends that as a
condition of approval, the Lead Agency require that all outstanding biological survey
results, impact assessments, and proposed mitigations be submitted to CDFW for
review and concurrence prior to the start of Project construction.

Summary of Recommendations

1) The MND should be recirculated to the public once completed biological survey
- results are incorporated into the environmental document.

2) The Applicant should complete botanical surveys during the appropriate flowering
period for all rare plants with the potential to occur in the Project area. Mitigation
measures should be proposed for all rare plant populations that will be significantly
impacted by the Project. Prior to starting construction, the Applicant should submit
to CDFW for review and &oncurrence a full botanical survey report with mapped
rare plant populations, if any, and proposed mitigations, as needed..

3) All potentially impacted SNCs should be identified and mapped using the MCV
classification and current guidance on grassland alliance membership rules. Prior
to starting construction, a completed SNC report with maps and proposed
mitigations, as needed, should be submitted to CDFW for review and concurrence.

4) The identification of Calysfegia purpurata should be verified by a botanist familiar
~ with this taxon because of the high likelihood it is the rare Calystegia purpurata ssp.
saxicola.

5) The landing manhole/surface access vault, and all HDD drill and receiving pits
should be sited in areas with the least potentzal for impacts to rare plants, wetlands,
watercourses, and SNCS

6) If cables will be routed on existing bridges, then prior to construction, the bridges
should be surveyed by a bat biologist with experience assessing bridge bat habitat.
The bat survey report should be submitted to CDFW for review and concurrence
prior to work commencing on or within 200 feet of the bridges.

7) If bats are detected utilizing the bridges, CDFW should be consulted to address
what if any mitigation measures are needed to avoid significant lmpacts to roosting
- bat colonies.

If you have questions regarding these comments or recommendations, please contact
Environmental Scientist Daniel Harrington at (707) 456-0335 or by e-mail at
daniel.harrington@wildlife.ca.gov.
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