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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Valley Metro, in cooperation with the City of Phoenix and the Federal Transit
Administration, proposes to construct the South Central Light Rail Extension Project and
expand the existing Operations and Maintenance Center (OMC) in Phoenix, Arizona.
The proposed action would include a 5-mile light rail transit extension on South Central
Avenue from Jefferson Street in Downtown Phoenix to Baseline Road. The project
would extend light rail service south from Downtown using a one-way couplet, with
southbound operations on 1st Avenue and northbound operations on Central Avenue,
before converging at Hadley Street and resuming two-way median operations on
Central Avenue to its terminus at Baseline Road. The project would also include track
improvements at McKinley Street and expansion of the OMC’s track work, Maintenance
of Equipment building and a cleaning platform to support the additional fleet needed
for operations.
This Biological Assessment addresses the project’s anticipated impacts on protected
species. Most of the project area consists of residential, industrial, commercial and
public land development. Constructing the project would require upgrades to the
existing Central Avenue bridge over the Salt River and would affect the Rio Salado
Habitat Restoration Area—a 5-mile-long, 600-acre area along the Salt River riparian
corridor between 19th Avenue and 28th Street. This corridor is a restoration project
completed by the City of Phoenix and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers that is intended
to restore riparian habitat with wetlands, water bodies and stream channels. The
habitats within the Salt River channel and Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area are the
focus of this Biological Assessment.
No critical habitat for any protected species occurs within the project area. Three
federally listed species and the federally protected bald eagle have the potential to
occupy habitats surrounding the Central Avenue bridge and were analyzed in detail
(Table ES-1).
TABLE ES-1: FEDERALLY LISTED OR PROTECTED SPECIES
WITH POTENTIAL TO OCCUR IN THE PROJECT AREA
Common Name
Scientific Name

Status

Summary

Southwestern willow flycatcher
Empidonax traillii extimus

Endangered

The proposed project may affect, but
is not likely to adversely affect, the
southwestern willow flycatcher.

Yellow-billed cuckoo
Coccyzus americanus occidentalis

Threatened

The proposed project will have no
effect on the yellow-billed cuckoo or
its habitat.

Yuma clapper rail
Rallus longirostris yumanensis

Endangered

The proposed project may affect, but
is not likely to adversely affect, the
Yuma clapper rail.

Bald eagle
Haliaeetus leucocephalus

Protected under the
Bald and Golden Eagle
Protection Act

The proposed project will not result in
a “take” and will not affect bald
eagles.
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1.0

PROJECT LOCATION AND DESCRIPTION

The proposed South Central Light Rail Extension Project would provide an efficient and
effective transportation connection between South Central Phoenix and the regional
light rail system, providing South Central Phoenix residents with improved access to
regional activity centers and intercity air and bus travel. The proposed project begins in
Downtown Phoenix at the existing light rail system at Washington and Jefferson Streets
and extends generally down Central Avenue, across the Salt River, to Baseline Road. In
the Downtown area, the southbound tracks would extend onto 1st Avenue until merging
onto Central Avenue at Hadley Street. The northbound track would be located on
Central Avenue. From Hadley Street to Baseline Road, light rail transit would operate
two-way service with both tracks in the median of Central Avenue. Exceptions may
occur at the Interstate 17 underpass and the Salt River bridge, given unique site
constraints. Light rail transit would operate along the entire alignment in a dedicated
guideway, with other vehicles able to make left turns or U-turns across the tracks at
designated locations only under signal protection. Stations are proposed at or near the
four arterial cross street intersections in the corridor (Buckeye Road, Broadway Road,
Southern Avenue and Baseline Road), at two collector streets (Lincoln Street and
Roeser Road) and near the Nina Mason Pulliam Audubon Center (immediately south of
the Salt River crossing). The project area is at an elevation of approximately 1,080 feet
above mean sea level (amsl) on the northern end at Jefferson Street and at 1,170 feet
amsl at the southern end at Baseline Road.
While this Biological Assessment evaluates the entire South Central Light Rail
Extension Project area, the likelihood for the presence of protected species and their
associated habitat is greatest within riparian areas surrounding the Central Avenue
bridge over the Salt River and the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area (Figure 1).
FIGURE 1: CENTRAL AVENUE CROSSING OF THE SALT RIVER

Biological Assessment
Environmental Assessment
South Central Light Rail Extension

1

March 2016

1.1

PROJECT AREA SETTING

The project area features various generations of residential, industrial, commercial and
public land development, including numerous auto repair facilities, current and former
service stations, shopping centers, manufacturing facilities and other commercial and
industrial sites. Land use in the northern section is consistent with an urban (Downtown)
area, the middle section is consistent with an industrial/commercial area and the
southern portion is consistent with a residential area. Many of the buildings along the
project alignment date to the 1960s, along with several redeveloped areas. Existing
development along Central Avenue consists of both occupied and vacant properties.
Central Avenue is a paved multilane roadway that is divided by a center median from
Interstate 17 south to Baseline Road. The project area includes a portion of 1st Avenue
from Jefferson Street connecting to the south at Central Avenue and Hadley Street. The
stretch from Jefferson Street to Hadley Street would carry one-way traffic on both
Central Avenue (northbound) and 1st Avenue (southbound).
The project area is within the Lower Colorado River Valley Subdivision of the Sonoran
Desert, a biotic region characterized by high temperatures and low precipitation
throughout most of the year (Brown 1994). Dominant vegetation associated with this
subdivision consists of drought-tolerant desert scrub species that vary according to
water availability. Given the project area’s high degree of urbanization, most naturally
occurring desert scrub vegetation has been removed.
The Central Avenue bridge crossing is approximately 2 miles south of Downtown
Phoenix. The Salt River flows west into the Gila River, approximately
14 miles southwest of the crossing. The Salt River originally flowed naturally through
this area prior to the installation of upstream impoundments and diversions. Current
stream flow, when present, is now ephemeral, influenced by groundwater withdrawals,
treated sewage effluent discharges, diversions for irrigation, stormwater flows from
urban runoff and return flow from irrigated areas and occasional floodwater releases
from upstream dams.
1.2

VEGETATION

Historically, native vegetation associated with the South Central Light Rail Extension
Project area would have consisted of Sonoran Desert scrub species such as droughttolerant shrubs and trees, various species of cacti and herbaceous winter annuals
(Brown 1994). The project area, however, occurs within a highly urbanized corridor and
most vegetation is ornamental (nonnative species) or weedy in origin. For example,
many segments of Central Avenue’s curbsides and median are characterized by
landscaped borders or lawns planted with palm trees, elm trees, palo verde, mesquite,
olive, pine, eucalyptus and various species of shrubs and herbaceous perennials.
Within the Salt River channel and the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area are willow,
cottonwood, mesquite, palo verde, wetland marsh vegetation, cattails and saltbush as
well as nonnative landscape species.
1.3

ECOLOGICALLY SENSITIVE AREAS

Most of the South Central Light Rail Extension Project area is developed or disturbed
and does not support ecologically sensitive habitats. Constructing the project would
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require upgrades to the existing Central Avenue bridge over the Salt River, resulting in
temporary impacts to the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area—a 5-mile-long, 600-acre
area along the Salt River riparian corridor within the banks of the Salt River and a
50-foot-wide corridor on each side between 19th Avenue and 28th Street. In 2001, the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers signed an agreement with the City of Phoenix to
complete the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area. Its goal was to restore the native
wetland and riparian habitats historically associated with the Salt River, which once
flowed year-round through what is now Phoenix. In the early 1900s, the U.S. Bureau of
Reclamation placed dams along the Salt River to create a series of reservoirs that
would provide a reliable water supply for Phoenix and surrounding areas. This effort left
behind a dry, barren riverbed that became lined with landfills, sand and gravel pits and
industrial areas (City of Phoenix 2015).
The Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area was completed and opened to the public in
November 2005. Most of the native trees planted in the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration
Area were grown from seeds and cuttings gathered from within one-half mile of the river
bottom. Cottonwood-willow forest habitat and mesquite bosques were historically
abundant riparian ecosystem types along the banks of the Salt River and were replaced
in conjunction with the restoration project. Other habitats restored included palo verde
scrub, mixed salt bush/quail bush/burro brush and aquatic strand and wetland marsh
within the low-flow channel and at select open-channel conveyance points throughout
the restoration area. The City of Phoenix uses five wells to pump water from a
nonpotable aquifer directly into the riverbed. Twenty-two storm drains also flow into the
riverbed to sustain the low-flow channel, vegetated habitats and wetland areas.
1.4

WETLANDS

Initially, the National Wetland Inventory dataset available through the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service (USFWS) was consulted to identify potential wetlands or other waters of
the United States (WOUS) within the project area. National Wetland Inventory mapping
indicated that wetlands and WOUS were limited to the Salt River upstream and
downstream of the Central Avenue bridge.
Further research found that a wetland delineation and jurisdictional determination (JD)
for the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Project were completed for the City of Phoenix
in 2006. The delineation was based on aerial photography taken in December 2005.
JDs issued by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers are valid for 5 years. Given its age, the
2006 JD expired. In September 2015, Valley Metro contracted HDR to conduct a recent
delineation of wetlands and WOUS for areas surrounding the Central Avenue bridge
over the Salt River (Figure 2). Hydrology and plant communities were studied using
methods described in the 1987 Wetlands Delineation Manual and 2008 Regional
Supplement (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 1987, 2008). Within the 6.89-acre area
investigated, approximately 0.80 acre of wetlands was identified. Mapped wetland types
include palustrine emergent, scrub-shrub, forested and a vegetated pond. An additional
0.90 acre was identified as WOUS, consisting of open water and unvegetated
streambed. The remaining 5.19 acres are upland.
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FIGURE 2: 2015 WETLAND DELINEATION

Emergent wetlands are most prevalent along the fringe of open water and across lowlying areas situated within the Salt River’s flood channels. Floating primrose (Ludwigia
peploides), broadleaf cattail (Typha latifolia), variable flatsedge (Cyperus difformis) and
royal flatsedge (Cyperus elegans) occupy this wetland type. Scrub-shrub wetlands are
situated within temporarily flooded channels of the Salt River and are dominated by a
thick overstory of Goodding’s willow (Salix gooddingii), five-stamen tamarisk (Tamarix
chinensis) and lilac chastetree (Vitix agnus-castus). Forested wetlands occupy the
borders of the Salt River channel and are situated on microtopographic high points
within the floodplain. Forested wetlands are dominated by a thick overstory of
Goodding’s willow with a sparse to unvegetated understory.
Open water and temporarily flooded streambeds occur within the Salt River’s active
floodplain and are bordered by upland terraces to the north and south. A large pool of
water covers the area directly beneath the Central Avenue bridge. Steep cut banks
approximately 5 to 6 feet in height are prevalent along the borders of the Salt River
downstream of the bridge. Immediately below the cut banks are unvegetated
streambeds consisting of large cobbles, gravel and sand. Upstream of the bridge, the
edge of the floodplain is clear and distinct, demarcated by an immediate rise in
elevation and transition into a desert scrub habitat.
Both developed (roads, trails and bridge abutments) and undeveloped, naturally
vegetated uplands occur close to the Central Avenue bridge. Developed uplands
consist of coarse gravels, sand and asphalt. Naturally occurring uplands are prevalent
along established stream banks and desert terrace habitats that border the Salt River.
Species typical of dry Sonoran Desert habitat mixed with nonnative grasses and forbs
occupy these uplands. Common species include blue paloverde (Parkinsonia florida),
brittlebush (Encelia farinosa), globemallow (Sphaeralcea spp.), scarlet spiderling
(Boehaavia coccinea) and sandmat (Chamaesyce spp.).
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1.5

SAFE HARBOR AGREEMENT

The City of Phoenix and USFWS entered into a Safe Harbor Agreement (Agreement) in
June 2011 for voluntary management activities in the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration
Area. The Agreement covered the Yuma clapper rail (Rallus longirostris yumanensis),
southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax traillii extimus) and the bald eagle
(Haliaeetus leucocephalus). Although delisted in 2007, the bald eagle is protected under
the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act (Eagle Act). The Agreement also addressed,
but did not cover, the Gila topminnow (Poeciliopsis occidentalis occidentalis), desert
pupfish (Cyprinodon macularius), cactus ferruginous pygmy-owl (Glaucidium
brasilianum cactorum) and Western yellow-billed cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus
occidentalis).
The City of Phoenix and USFWS are revising the Agreement to also cover the Western
yellow-billed cuckoo because it is now listed as a threatened species. Under the
Agreement, the Permittee (City of Phoenix) agreed to enhance and maintain
approximately 600 acres of Sonoran Desert vegetation, riparian vegetation and
wetlands to benefit the covered species for a period of 50 years within and adjacent to
the Salt River channel from approximately 24th Street to 19th Avenue.
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2.0

PROJECT DESCRIPTION/PROPOSED ACTION

The South Central Light Rail Extension Project is being evaluated in an Environmental
Assessment (EA) document that is expected to be completed in 2016. The proposed
action would consist of an approximately 5-mile-long southern extension of the existing
Valley Metro light rail line along Central and 1st Avenues in central Phoenix (Figure 3).
The extension tracks would connect with the existing light rail system at Central Avenue
and Washington Street in the northbound direction and at 1st Avenue and Jefferson
Street in the southbound direction (Figure 3). The track would continue south along
1st and Central Avenues to Hadley Street, where the southbound track would follow the
1st Avenue one-way couplet curve to the east to rejoin Central Avenue. From Hadley
Street to the extension’s southern terminus at Baseline Road, the tracks would operate
bi-directionally along Central Avenue. The South Central Light Rail Extension Project is
scheduled to begin operations in 2023. The alignment would cross over the Rio Salado
Habitat Restoration Area and the Salt River using the existing Central Avenue bridge.
The Central Avenue bridge was built in 1975. It has nine spans with lengths of
approximately 100 feet (904 feet long in total). The bridge deck is supported by precast
concrete girders, which are supported by pier walls and spread footing. The bridge
currently provides four vehicular travel lanes (two in each direction), a bicycle lane in
each direction and a sidewalk in each direction. Retrofitting the existing Central Avenue
bridge would retain the bridge’s size, scale and general appearance. The Central
Avenue bridge would remain in place with the following items being retrofitted to
accommodate the light rail load:
•

Removing and replacing the center portion of the Central Avenue bridge deck and
concrete girders. The retrofitted bridge would include the light rail guideway and one
vehicular travel lane, one bicycle lane and a sidewalk in each direction.

•

Excavating an area around each of the nine bridge piers so that the foundation of
the bridge can be accessed. The base dimensions of the piers would not increase;
instead each footing would be thickened vertically with additional concrete. For the
two piers situated in open water, the work would occur well below the streambed
and the area above it restored to pre-construction conditions. No permanent acreage
loss of jurisdictional WOUS or wetlands would occur.

•

Constructing a temporary access road immediately adjacent (west side of the
bridge) to the entire bridge and within the Salt River channel and Rio Salado Habitat
Restoration Area. This temporary road would provide access to cranes and other
construction vehicles to assist in the replacement of bridge girders and other
structures. Construction of the temporary road would require fill in, and the
subsequent restoration of, wetlands and WOUS created by the Rio Salado Habitat
Restoration Project.

•

Temporarily remove the open water located at the two center piers by installing
cofferdams or sandbags, or by pumping water to limit surface water within the work
areas around two bridge piers.

The project would result in ground surface disturbance of more than 1 acre; therefore,
an Arizona Pollutant Discharge Elimination System General Construction permit would
be required. This permit would include the development and implementation of a
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project-specific Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan containing measures to ensure
protection of the receiving water, the Salt River.
The project would also require a Clean Water Act Section 404 permit authorized by the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers because of the placement of temporary fill within
wetlands and WOUS created by the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area to access pier
footings, enhance each pier with concrete and provide access for construction
equipment.
All construction activities and ground disturbance (constructing the temporary access
road, removal of the bridge deck, replacement of the four bridge girders, and enhancing
the pier footers) within the Salt River channel would be temporary, lasting 10 months or
less. Construction activities at the two piers located within the wetland and open water
areas, where suitable habitat for the federally listed species occurs would last 6 months
or less. Construction activities would start with the two piers located within the wetlands
and open water to minimize the duration of construction activities at this location
Flagging or staking would identify areas of construction avoidance to protect trees and
avoid ground disturbance. As a result of construction equipment operating dimensions
and construction methods, trees would be removed. Where possible, trees would be
considered for trimming rather than removal.
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FIGURE 3: PROPOSED ACTION
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3.0

SPECIES IDENTIFICATION

A list of federally protected species, critical habitat, refuges and wetlands with the
potential to occur in the project area was obtained from the USFWS Environmental
Conservation Online System – Information, Planning and Conservation System (IPaC)
on August 12, 2015 (Consultation Code: BV6U3-STVV5-ATVM3-PZWSQ-M7ASOM).
The list was reviewed by Valley Metro to determine which species have the potential to
occur in the project area based on an assessment of existing habitat. The IPaC report
identified the potential for nine threatened, endangered and candidate species that
should be included as part of an effects analysis for the project. The report also
identified 24 birds protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. According to the
USFWS Critical Habitat Portal (USFWS 2014a), designated or proposed critical habitat
does not occur within the project area. Valley Metro submitted a letter to USFWS on
August 17, 2015 requesting its review of the project and any specific concerns about the
proposed project (Appendix A). Valley Metro reviewed both lists and determined that
four species should be addressed in this Biological Assessment (Table 1). These four
species are also covered in the Agreement between the City of Phoenix and USFWS. In
addition, since the bald eagle has been observed in the project area, is protected under
the Eagle Act and is listed in the Agreement, this document evaluates the bald eagle.
TABLE 1: SPECIAL STATUS SPECIES EVALUATED
Common Name

Scientific Name

Status

Southwestern willow flycatcher

Empidonax traillii extimus

Endangered

Yellow-billed cuckoo

Coccyzus americanus

Threatened

Yuma clapper rail

Rallus longirostris yumanensis

Endangered

Bald eagle

Haliaeetus leucocephalus

Protected under the Bald and
Golden Eagle Protection Act

Five of the nine threatened, endangered and candidate species identified in the IPaC
report (California least tern, lesser long-nosed bat, Sonoran desert tortoise population,
roundtail chub, and Sprague’s pipit) were excluded from evaluation in this Biological
Assessment as the project area does not contain any suitable habitat that would support
them. Table 2 provides additional detail on the habitat requirements for these species
and their exclusion justification.
The Arizona Game and Fish Department (AGFD) On-Line Environmental Review Tool
was accessed on August 14, 2015, to determine federally listed species that have been
documented in the project area. The AGFD On-Line Environmental Review Tool also
included State-level Species of Greatest Conservation Need that includes birds,
mammals, fish, reptiles and amphibians. No additional federally protected species were
identified.
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TABLE 2: THREATENED, ENDANGERED AND CANDIDATE
SPECIES EXCLUDED FROM EVALUATION
Species

California least
tern
Sterna antillarum
browni

Lesser longnosed bat
Leptonycteris
curasoae
yerbabuenae

Status

Roundtail chub
Gila robusta

Exclusion Justification
The project area does not contain
open, bare or sparsely vegetated
sand, sandbars, gravel pits or
exposed flats along the shoreline.
The water’s edge throughout the
project area is heavily vegetated. No
suitable habitat exists within the
project area for the California least
tern.

E

Open, bare or sparsely vegetated
sand, sandbars, gravel pits or
exposed flats along shorelines of
inland rivers, lakes, reservoirs or
drainage systems

The project area does not contain
columnar cacti, which are used for
foraging, and does not contain any
abandoned mines used for roosting.
No suitable habitat exists within the
project area for the lesser longnosed bat

E

Desert grassland and shrubland up
to oak transition; in Mexico, the
species occurs from desertscrub at
low elevations to pine/oak and
ponderosa pine forests in upper
elevations; elevation range is
1,600 to 11,500 feet; this species
roosts in caves, abandoned mines
and unoccupied buildings at the
base of mountains where agave,
saguaro and organ pipe cacti are
present. It forages at night on
nectar, pollen and fruit of
paniculate agaves and columnar
cacti.

CCA

Primarily rocky (often steep)
hillsides and bajadas of Mohave
and Sonoran desertscrub but may
encroach into desert grassland,
juniper woodland, interior
chaparral habitats, and even pine
communities; washes and valley
bottoms may be used in dispersal

The project area does not contain
the rocky hillsides and bajadas or the
dry desert washes used in dispersal.
No suitable habitat exists within the
project area for the desert tortoise.

C

Cool to warm waters of rivers and
streams, often occupy the deepest
pools and eddies of large streams.
Roundtail chubs are often
associated with areas of cover in
the form of boulders, overhanging
cliffs, undercut banks or
vegetation.

Desert tortoise,
Sonoran
population
Gopherus
morafkai

Habitat Requirements
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Species

Sprague’s pipit
Anthus spragueii

Status

C

Habitat Requirements

Strong preference for native
grasslands with vegetation of
intermediate height and lacking
woody shrubs.

Exclusion Justification
In Arizona, this species winters in the
grasslands of San Rafael, Sonoita
and Sulphur Springs Valley. In
addition, a few individuals are found
wintering along the Lower Colorado
River from north of Yuma to Parker
and in the grass and alfalfa fields
near Phoenix and Sierra Vista. The
project area does not have native
grasslands or alfalfa fields; therefore
does not contain suitable habitat for
the Sprague’s pipit.

Notes: E = endangered, C = candidate, CCA = Candidate Conservation Agreement

4.0

SPECIES EVALUATION

To assess the project’s possible effects on federally listed species in the project area,
Valley Metro evaluated the species habitat and reviewed historical species accounts. A
summary of the ecology and biology and an evaluation of potential effects from the
proposed project for each species are discussed in the following sections.
4.1

SOUTHWESTERN WILLOW FLYCATCHER

Legal Status
The southwestern willow flycatcher was listed as endangered in 1995 (USFWS 1995).
In August 2002, the Final Recovery Plan for the flycatcher was completed
(USFWS 2002). Subsequently, the Final Rule was published in October 2005 by
USFWS, resulting in the redesignation of 737 miles of riparian habitat critical for the
southwestern willow flycatcher’s recovery in five Western states to include features such
as floodplains, saturated soils, hydrological regimes, vegetation structure and insect
types (USFWS 2005). Critical habitat for the southwestern willow flycatcher does not
occur in the project area.
Life History Information
The southwestern willow flycatcher is one of four recognized subspecies of the willow
flycatcher and is genetically distinct from the other three subspecies. This grayish-green
passerine is 5.7 inches in length with a pale yellowish body and visible white wing bars.
The species is an insectivore that forages within and above dense riparian vegetation,
typically near nesting sites (USFWS 1995). The flycatcher is a neotropical migrant that
breeds during the summer in southern Nevada, Arizona, southern Utah, southern
California, New Mexico and southwestern Colorado and winters in Central America
(Sogge et al. 1997). These habitats are usually found below 8,500 feet amsl
(USFWS 1995).
Historically, the southwestern willow flycatcher was probably an uncommon and
widespread summer resident along the Lower Colorado and Gila River systems
(McKernan and Braden 2002). These riparian corridors likely served as an important
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conduit for both demographic and genetic exchange between other populations in the
Southwest (Paxton et al. 1997). Throughout its range, the flycatcher is a riparian
obligate, breeding in the summer along rivers, streams and wetlands (USFWS 1995,
2002). Nesting habitat consists of patchy to dense thickets of trees and shrubs near
streams or other wetlands, or adjacent to surface water or areas with saturated soil.
Southwestern willow flycatcher habitat consists of woody-riparian areas between
0.25 and 175 acres (where tree and shrub species are typically 6 to 98 feet or more in
height, with dense foliage within the first 10 to 13 feet above the ground) and with a high
canopy foliage (USFWS 2002). In Arizona, breeding habitat usually consists of riparian
patches 0.25 acre in size, 35 feet wide and greater than 13 feet tall with at least
80 percent canopy cover with an interior of dense foliage or branches. Typically,
openings of water or shorter vegetation occur within the foliage, creating a mosaic of
density. Plant species may represent only one species or many species, but typically
include Gooding’s willow, desert broom (Baccharis sarathroides), box elder (Acer
negundo), stinging nettle (Urtica gracilis), blackberry (Rubus proverus), Freemont
cottonwood, arrowweed (Tessaria sericea), tamarisk (Tamarix spp.) and Russian olive
(Eleagnus angustifolia) (USFWS 1995). Tamarisk is an important component of the
flycatchers’ nesting and foraging habitat in Arizona and other parts of the bird’s range.
In 2001, 323 of the 404 (80 percent) known flycatcher nests (in 346 territories) in
Arizona were built in a tamarisk tree (Smith et al. 2002). More recent studies of
occupied breeding habitat indicate that the flycatcher prefers a heterogeneous native
mix containing 20 percent tamarisk (McLeod and Koronkiewicz 2009).
Some riparian habitats do not provide suitable breeding habitat for the southwestern
willow flycatcher. Mature cottonwood-willow galleries without an established understory
or dense foliage interiors or monotypic stands of tamarisk that are sparse and short
(less than 13 feet) do not provide suitable breeding habitat. Isolated, linear riparian runs
less than 35 feet wide provide dispersal and movement habitat but do not offer suitable
breeding habitat. During seasonal migrations, the flycatcher may utilize these runs and
other nonriparian habitats unsuitable for breeding.
In Arizona, southwestern willow flycatchers typically arrive at their breeding sites from
late April to mid-June. Males usually arrive before the females and establish territories.
Females will pair and start building tightly woven, open-cup nests usually in a fork of a
limb where they typically lay three eggs that hatch in about 12 days. Fledging occurs in
about 2 weeks. Flycatchers are known to double-clutch during a single breeding season
before they start their southward migration, which usually occurs in early August
(USFWS 2002).
Nesting success rates for the southwestern willow flycatcher appear to be affected by
habitat fragmentation, resulting in increased rates of predation and high levels of brood
parasitism by the brown-headed cowbird (Molothrus ater) (USFWS 1995, 2002). Brownheaded cowbirds usually parasitize songbird nests near forest edges (Gates and
Evans 1998; Rothstein et al. 1984). Flycatchers that nest in narrow or fragmented
riparian corridors tend to be more susceptible to parasitism by cowbirds than those near
clearings and low-water swales in larger riparian stands (that is, greater than 2.5 acres).
Species decline is primarily attributable to destruction and degradation of suitable
riparian habitats, including hydrological changes, riparian vegetation control, livestock
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grazing, off-road vehicle use and other recreational uses. Tamarisk has replaced native
riparian vegetation in many areas, with varying effects on flycatcher populations.
Wintering habitat limitations are unknown, but the amount of lowland wet habitat within
its wintering range has declined substantially in the last century (Koronkiewicz
et al. 1998).
Project Area Survey History
In accordance with the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area Safe Harbor Agreement
(TE-205294-0) 2014 annual report, no formal surveys have been conducted for the
southwestern willow flycatcher within the project area because the project area does not
contain areas of appropriate vegetation density large enough to support nesting
flycatchers. In addition, the Audubon Society conducts yearly surveys of bird species
within the project area, and these surveys have not detected the presence of the
southwestern willow flycatcher.
Habitat Evaluation and Suitability
Prior to completion of the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area project, the Phoenix
Reach of the Salt River did not contain habitat for the southwestern willow flycatcher. In
fact, most of this area was dominated by barren uplands and riverbed with desert broom
and rabbitbrush. Streamside terraces were dominated by scattered desert scrub
species such as brittlebush, creosote, desert sage, mesquite, palo verde and salt cedar.
The most significant vegetation appeared after construction of a low-flow channel
(in 2001) between 7th and Central Avenues; the vegetation consisted of dense stands
of cattail and bulrush.
The Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area project established and enhanced 88 acres of
mesquite bosque habitat, 14 acres of cottonwood/willow habitat, 39 acres of wetland
marsh, 193 acres of lower Sonoran habitat (palo verde and mesquite), 57 acres of
saltbush/quail bush/burro brush, 31 acres of aquatic strand and 160 acres of open
space. The City of Phoenix uses five wells to pump water from a nonpotable aquifer
directly into the riverbed. Twenty-two storm drains flow into the riverbed to sustain this
habitat and wetland.
Although the potential for future southwestern willow flycatcher habitat exists in the Rio
Salado Habitat Restoration Area, including the project area, the area does not contain
appropriate vegetation densities large enough to support nesting flycatchers. However,
it is possible that the southwestern willow flycatcher could use the Rio Salado Habitat
Restoration Area as a movement corridor or as migration habitat, but no confirmed
observations have been reported in the area.
Analysis of Effects
Direct and Indirect Effects
In conjunction with the proposed upgrades to the existing Central Avenue bridge, the
project would remove approximately 2,870 square feet (0.07 acre) of riparian tree and
shrub habitat within the Salt River channel (Figure 4) that is potential migratory habitat.
This habitat consists of narrow, dense stands of Goodding’s willow intermixed with fiveBiological Assessment
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stamen tamarisk, cottonwood, and lilac chastetree (Figure 5). The loss of vegetation
would be temporary, with an expected construction duration of 6 months or less.
Following construction, the temporary fill pad would be removed and riparian vegetation
would be reestablished.
Other temporarily affected habitats within the Salt River channel include emergent
wetlands (0.09 acre), open water (0.58 acre) and a small area of unvegetated, rocky
stream bed (0.02 acre). These areas would also be reclaimed and restored to
preconstruction conditions following completion of bridge construction.
The removal of riparian vegetation within the project area could indirectly affect the
flycatcher by reducing the amount of foraging or dispersal habitat. However, because
the southwestern willow flycatcher is not known to breed within or near the project area
and the affected wetland areas would be restored and replanted, indirect effects to the
southwestern willow flycatcher would be insignificant and discountable.
In the unlikely event that flycatchers are migrating across the project limits during
construction, similar intact riparian habitats would still exist immediately upstream and
downstream of the work area that could be used as foraging or dispersal habitat. In
total, an approximately 150-foot linear strip of riparian corridor (perpendicular to the Salt
River channel) under the Central Avenue bridge would be temporarily converted to
gravel fill to support construction. Similar-sized and larger gaps of riparian vegetation
are common along the Salt River as it flows through Phoenix.
FIGURE 5: RIPARIAN TREE
AND SHRUB REMOVAL AREA

FIGURE 4: APPROXIMATE EXTENT OF
RIPARIAN TREE AND SHRUB REMOVAL

Interrelated and/or Interdependent Effects
Interrelated actions are those that are part of a larger action and depend on the
larger action for their justification. Interdependent actions are those that have no
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significant independent utility apart from the action under consideration. The
construction work on the Central Avenue bridge is a small part of a large project to
construct an extension of light rail transit along Central Avenue from Downtown Phoenix
to Baseline Road. Construction activities outside the Salt River would not affect this
species.
Cumulative Effects
Cumulative effects are those effects of future State, or private activities, not involving
Federal actions, that are reasonably certain to occur in the action area of the Federal
action considered in this Biological Assessment. Future actions that are unrelated to the
proposed action would require separate consultation pursuant to section 7 of the
Endangered Species Act. There are no foreseeable activities that would occur within the
action area of this project; therefore, cumulative effects are not considered in this
Biological Assessment.
4.2

YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO

Legal Status
The yellow-billed cuckoo’s western distinct population segment was listed as a
threatened species effective November 3, 2014, with the publication of a final rule on
October 3, 2014 (USFWS 2014b). On August 15, 2014, USFWS proposed critical
habitat for the yellow-billed cuckoo (USFWS 2014c).
Life History Information
The yellow-billed cuckoo is a medium-sized bird roughly 12 inches in length with a
slender, long-tailed profile. The cuckoo has grayish-brown plumage above and white
below with cinnamon-rufous primaries tipped with brown hair, wings that are plain and
grayish-brown and six spots of black and white on its tail feathers (National Park
Service 2014). When perching, they are easily distinguished by their two inner toes that
point forward and their two outer toes that are reversed. The moderately long, curved
bill has a black upper mandible and a yellow to orange-yellow lower mandible.
The yellow-billed cuckoo historically bred throughout riparian systems of western North
America. It is difficult to determine the historic abundance of the western cuckoo
population given the limited numbers of recorded observations and the secretive nature
of the species (Hughes 1999). In Arizona, the yellow-billed cuckoo was historically
widespread and described as locally common (Corman and Magill 2000). Studies along
the Lower Colorado River system indicated rapid declines in populations between 1975
and 1983 (AGFD 2011). Major declines are likely attributable to loss and fragmentation
of riparian habitat from inundation by reservoirs and flood control activities, conversion
of suitable habitat to agricultural lands and urban development and the continued
degradation and loss of breeding habitat (Laymon and Halterman 1987).
In Arizona and New Mexico, nesting activities for this neotropical migrant begin in midto late May, with breeding usually beginning in mid-June and ending in August
(Hughes 1999). Eggs are pale bluish-green with clutches ranging from one to five chicks
that incubate for 9 to 11 days and fledge after 5 to 8 days, completing the cycle in
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roughly 3 weeks (Elrich et al. 1988). Breeding habitat in Arizona includes large blocks of
riparian communities consisting of dense cottonwood-willow groves and mesquite
bosques. The yellow-billed cuckoo prefers habitat patches greater than 42 acres
(17 hectares) in size, with a minimum of 7.4 acres (3 hectares) of closed canopy broadleaf vegetation (Elrich et al. 1988). Yellow-billed cuckoo are much less common in
sycamore/cottonwood habitat (46.2 percent occupancy), sycamore/alder/willow/ash/
walnut habitat (33.3 percent occupancy) and habitat consisting of 75 percent tamarisk
cover (33.3 percent occupancy) (Corman and Magill 2000).
Current management trends are to conserve riparian habitat known to support cuckoo
populations. Riparian habitat has declined up to 90 to 95 percent in Arizona, 90 percent
in New Mexico and 90 to 99 percent in California, thus negatively affecting this species.
Other factors to consider are the direct impacts from clear cutting, grazing, groundwater
depletion and pesticide use in riparian areas (USFWS 2014c).
Project Area Survey History
Surveys have not been completed within the project area because there currently is no
suitable habitat.
Habitat Evaluation and Suitability
Critical habitat for the yellow-billed cuckoo is proposed for areas that currently support
the species. The closest proposed designated critical habitat is approximately 9.5 miles
to the west near the City of Phoenix 91st Avenue Wastewater Treatment Plant. Suitable
yellow-billed cuckoo habitat does not exist within the project area. The wetland and
riverine habitat within the project area contains young shrub and tree species and does
not form the dense contiguous patches of multilayered riparian habitat suitable for
breeding or nesting. Stands of larger, mature trees occur downstream to the west of and
outside the project area that may provide marginal habitat characteristics for the yellowbilled cuckoo. However, no birds have been detected or observed through the annual
bird surveys conducted by the Audubon Society.
Analysis of Effects
Direct and Indirect Effects
The distance to suitable habitat and the absence of dense contiguous patches of
multilayered riparian habitat within the project area suggest that the proposed project
would not directly or indirectly affect the yellow-billed cuckoo or its habitat. Construction
of the Central Avenue bridge would remove approximately 2,870 square feet (0.07 acre)
of riparian forest and shrub habitat consisting of mostly similarly aged Goodding’s willow
(Figures 4 and 5). It is unlikely that this affected habitat would be used by the yellowbilled cuckoo because of the limited acreage of habitat, proximity to the bridge and
urban developments, the secretive nature of the species and the lack of cuckoo
territories within the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area. Clearing the trees and shrubs
would allow the project contractor to temporarily install an access road and associated
work areas needed to retrofit two existing bridge piers within the Salt River channel. The
direct loss of vegetation would be temporary, with an expected construction duration of
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6 months or less. Following construction, the temporary fill pad would be removed and
riparian vegetation would be reestablished.
Other temporarily affected habitats within the Salt River channel include emergent
wetlands (0.09 acre), open water (0.58 acre) and a small area of unvegetated, rocky
stream bed (0.02 acre). These areas would also be reclaimed and restored to
preconstruction conditions following the completion of bridge construction.
Interrelated and/or Interdependent Effects
This project, as proposed, has no interdependent actions that would affect the yellowbilled cuckoo.
Cumulative Effects
Cumulative effects are those effects of future State, or private activities, not involving
Federal actions, that are reasonably certain to occur in the action area of the Federal
action considered in this Biological Assessment. Future actions that are unrelated to the
proposed action would require separate consultation pursuant to section 7 of the
Endangered Species Act. There are no foreseeable activities that would occur within the
action area of this project; therefore, cumulative effects are not considered in this
Biological Assessment.
4.3

YUMA CLAPPER RAIL

Legal Status
The Yuma clapper rail, a marsh bird, was listed as an endangered species in 1967.
In 1983, a Recovery Plan was completed; however, the plan’s recommendations are
now outdated and a Draft Recovery Plan (First Revision) was released in 2010
(USFWS 2010). Critical habitat has not been designated for the species.
Life History Information
The Yuma clapper rail is a 14- to 16-inch-long marsh bird with a curved-down beak,
slate brown above, with light cinnamon underparts and barred flanks. Typically, the
Yuma clapper rail is a migratory species that appears in Arizona from mid-April to midSeptember (USFWS 2009). A small, remnant population of the Yuma clapper rail is
known to winter along the lower reaches of the Colorado River (USFWS 2009). This
species was not known in Arizona prior to 1902, but it is suspected that habitation along
many of the rivers occurred after dams created more favorable habitats. Currently, the
Yuma clapper rail is found along the Lower Colorado River system, from Lake Mead
south to Mexico; on the Gila and Salt River system upstream to the confluence with the
Verde River; at Picacho Reservoir and at the confluence of Tonto Creek Basin and
Roosevelt Lake (USFWS 2006).
In general, the Yuma clapper rail inhabits freshwater or brackish marshes and occurs
along streams below 4,500 feet amsl. Shallow waters near uplands consisting of dense
stands of cattails, sedges, bulrushes and other wetland vegetation are preferred
habitats (Haynes and Schuetze 1997; USFWS 1983). Habitat requirements include wet
substructures such as mudflats, sandbars or slough bottoms. The species nests in
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riverine wetlands that were historically exposed to periodic flooding (Haynes and
Schuetze 1997). Preferred nest sites are in upland areas dominated by mature
herbaceous or woody vegetation at least 15 inches in height. Nests are often at the
base of a shrub or on dry hummocks. In Arizona, studies determined that sites with high
surface water coverage, low stem counts and moderate water depth are used for
foraging during nesting while sites with high stem counts/density and shallower water
near shorelines were used for nesting (Conway 1990).
Yuma clapper rails feed primarily at low tide in marshes and along stream banks,
especially during low-flow regimes. Introduced crayfish have become their common
food (Haynes and Schuetze 1997). They also feed on fish, frogs, freshwater clams and
shrimp, spiders, crickets, grasshoppers, water beetles, dragonflies, aquatic plant fruits
and seeds, bird eggs and crustaceans.
Monogamous Yuma clapper rail pairs typically breed once per season, establishing a
nesting territory during April. However, because environmental conditions in Arizona
allow a Lower Colorado River population to reside year round, the Yuma clapper rail in
the project area may breed and nest more than once per season (USFWS 2009). The
resident Yuma clapper rail population can start establishing territories in late February
and nest by mid-March. The breeding season can last until the end of July, with eggs
hatching between April and July. Juveniles follow adults through the marsh within
48 hours of hatching and are independent of adults within 35 to 42 days after hatching
(Eddleman and Conway 1998).
Species decline is primarily attributable to destruction and modification of marsh/
wetland habitat resulting from stream channelization, bank stabilization, water
impoundments and flooding/drying of marshes (Tacha and Braun 1994). Most incidents
of natural mortality have been attributable to predation during postbreeding and winter
(Tacha and Braun 1994). Three other threats to the species include: (1) susceptibility to
pollutants such as herbicides and pesticides in their habitat, (2) vulnerability of their prey
base, including crayfish, to pesticides and heavy metal poisoning and (3) introduced
predators, such as domestic cats and dogs.
Project Area Survey History
The Yuma clapper rail’s current Arizona range encompasses several major river
drainages in central Arizona, including the lower Salt River. Secretive marshbird
surveys using protocols developed by Courtney Conway and associates (North
American Secretive Marshbird Survey) are conducted each spring, with two survey
visits during April and May by the City of Phoenix. The survey area is on the southern
bank between the ponds and the river and begins west of Central Avenue and ends at
15th Avenue. Surveys began in the spring of 2005 as a part of the annual Arizona
marshbird surveys coordinated by USFWS and AGFD. During the formal 2014 survey,
no Yuma clapper rails were detected and the population size and occupied habitat
acreage are estimated to be zero.
Habitat Evaluation and Suitability
Habitat requirements for the Yuma clapper rail include freshwater and brackish marsh
habitat, with nests built in dense vegetation close to the water’s edge. Rail habitat exists
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in the low-flow channel between the Central Avenue and 7th Avenue bridges and the
ponds on the southern bank in this same reach. The southern bank ponds provide
suitable habitat and are being managed to have water during the time of year when rails
would select the ponds for stopover or nesting habitat between February and June.
Open water habitat and emergent wetlands exist in the project area. This habitat, by
circumstance of type, would be suitable for the Yuma clapper rail; however, the
proximity to the bridge, traffic, recreational trails and surrounding urbanized areas has
degraded the habitat’s overall quality. No Yuma clapper rails have been documented
within or near these habitats of the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area.
Analysis of Effects
Direct and Indirect Effects
While small areas of potentially suitable Yuma clapper rail habitat exist within the project
limits, the species has not been documented. The overall successional stage of wetland
habitats within the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area is still early, and many of the prey
species favored by the rail have not been introduced or colonized into the area. For these
reasons, the proposed project would not directly affect the Yuma clapper rail.
The project would result in a temporary, direct loss of emergent wetlands (0.09 acre)
and open water (0.58 acre) habitat for 6 months or less while construction on the
Central Avenue bridge occurs (Figures 6 and 7). Although the potential rail habitat is not
currently being used, this temporary loss of habitat could cause any dispersing rails to
avoid the project area until suitable habitat develops. The time required for restoring
emergent wetlands and open water is minimal, and the habitat would likely become
available to Yuma clapper rails again within several months following removal of the
temporary fill. Similar emergent wetlands and open water habitat exists in scattered
locations upstream and downstream of the Central Avenue bridge that could also be
used by the rail during construction.
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FIGURE 6: TEMPORARILY FILLED OPEN
WATER AND EMERGENT WETLANDS

FIGURE 7: OPEN WATER AND
EMERGENT WETLANDS

Interrelated and/or Interdependent Effects
This project, as proposed, has no interdependent actions that would affect the Yuma
clapper rail.
Cumulative Effects
Cumulative effects are those effects of future State, or private activities, not involving
Federal actions, that are reasonably certain to occur in the action area of the Federal
action considered in this Biological Assessment. Future actions that are unrelated to the
proposed action would require separate consultation pursuant to section 7 of the
Endangered Species Act. There are no foreseeable activities that would occur within the
action area of this project; therefore, cumulative effects are not considered in this
Biological Assessment.
4.4

BALD EAGLE

Legal Status
The Sonoran Desert population of bald eagles was determined not to be a distinct
population segment and, therefore, not a listable entity under the Endangered Species
Act. The Sonoran Desert population of the bald eagle was officially removed from the
list on September 2, 2011, making the status for the desert bald eagles consistent with
all other bald eagles removed from Endangered Species Act listing in June 2007.
Federal protection for the bald eagle continues under the Eagle Act and the Migratory
Bird Treaty Act. The bald eagle is also a state wildlife species of concern. To guide
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protection for the bald eagle, the National Bald Eagle Management Guidelines
(USFWS 2007) were developed to address human activities and their potential impacts
on bald eagles. Although an activity’s ultimate impact on eagles can vary depending on
unique factors for the particular activity, geographic location and individual eagles, the
guidelines provide accepted practices, limits and restrictions that are shown to maintain
compliance with laws affecting bald eagles.
Life History Information
The bald eagle has a wingspan of up to 8 feet and is slightly larger than the golden
eagle. The adult’s white head readily distinguishes it from the brown-headed golden
eagle. Resident bald eagles are approximately 20 percent smaller than those migrating
from other areas. In Arizona, females are generally larger than males, weighing nearly
10 pounds.
Bald eagles occupy most habitat types and elevations, but concentrate their numbers
along rivers and reservoirs that support fish. Resident breeding populations are found
primarily along the Verde and Salt Rivers in the east-central part of the state. Smaller
breeding populations are also found along a portion of the Gila River drainage, the
upper Little Colorado River and portions of the Agua Fria and Bill Williams Rivers.
Bald eagles are primarily winter visitors in Arizona. They typically arrive in the fall,
usually late October or early November, and leave in early to mid-April. This species
feeds on fish, waterfowl, carrion and terrestrial vertebrates, but the eagles are primarily
fish eaters (Hunt 1998). In Arizona, they are usually found along lakes and rivers in
open desert conditions or in higher-elevation woodlands (Glinski 1998). Nest sites are
typically isolated in high trees or on cliffs with a clear view of the surrounding area and
close to water. Arizona bald eagles typically place their nests within a mile of a creek,
lake or river. Eagles will lay one to three eggs between December and March, and the
eggs will take approximately 35 days to hatch. The young fledge at approximately 12
weeks, from May to June (AGFD 1999).
Populations of bald eagle declined over much of its range in the mid-twentieth century
because of the agricultural use of chlorinated hydrocarbon pesticides. Consequently,
the bald eagle was placed on the Endangered Species List in 1978. The extent to which
Arizona’s resident bald eagles were affected by this decline is not known because the
status of this species in the state at that time was not well-understood. Only two
resident breeding pairs were known to be present in Arizona in 1970. This number has
increased to about 40, partly resulting from an increase in survey efforts and partly
resulting from recently established nest sites. In 1995, the bald eagle was reclassified
as threatened.
Project Area Survey History
No specific bald eagle surveys were conducted for the proposed project. The Audubon
Society has indicated that local birdwatchers observe one or two bald eagles in the Rio
Salado Habitat Restoration Area each year during their migration. The raptors have
been observed using tall snags in the river bottom, where available, or perching just
outside of the Salt River channel, and they generally occur in the area for less than
a day.
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Habitat Evaluation and Suitability
Within the proposed Central Avenue bridge work area, vegetated habitats consist of a
mix of open water and emergent wetlands with forested and scrub-shrub wetlands
bordering the Salt River channel. Similarly aged Goodding’s willow creates a nearhomogenous overstory within the forested and scrub-shrub wetlands. Adjacent to the
Salt River channel are upland terrace habitats occupied by Sonoran desert scrub.
These habitats do not contain suitable foraging, perching, nesting or winter habitat for
the bald eagle.
Food availability for eagles is limited within and surrounding the project area, although
foraging habitat is present within the Salt River channel when water is present. The
absence of suitable trees for perching and the human recreational activity in the project
area likely makes the project area less desirable habitat for bald eagle foraging. The
portion of the Salt River crossed by the project is not part of any fish reintroduction
efforts, and fish species using the open water portions of the Salt River channel are
expected to be invasive and low in number.
The closest reported bald eagle nest is located near Tempe Town Lake, more than
10 miles upstream of the project area.
Impact Analysis
Surrounding urban development, human activity and traffic noise are likely factors that
influence the presence of bald eagles within the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area.
Within the project area itself, and compounded along with these same disturbance
factors, are limited prey, unsuitable nesting habitat and marginal foraging habitat. For
these reasons, the duration and frequency of use by bald eagles in the project area is
minimal. As such, impacts to foraging or migrating bald eagles from the proposed
construction on the Central Avenue bridge are expected to be negligible. Since no
suitable eagle nesting habitat occurs within the project area, no impacts to nesting
habitat would occur.
The Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act prohibits any form of possession or take of
bald eagles, including any part, nest, or egg; unless allowed by permit. The Act defines
“take” as “to pursue, shoot, shoot at, poison, wound, kill, capture, trap, collect, molest or
disturb.” The proposed project would not result in a take of bald eagles based on the
following:
•

The proposed project would not eliminate foraging or nesting habitat.

•

There is a lack of quality habitat in the project area and an absence of observed
foraging in the project area.

•

Any eagles that may visit the project vicinity are expected to exhibit a tolerance for
urban areas, noise and construction.
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5.0

CONCLUSION AND EFFECT DETERMINATION

The information, analysis, and mitigation measures presented in this Biological
Assessment was the basis of the finding that the South Central Light Rail Extension
Project warrants an effect determination of May Affect, Not Likely to Adversely Affect for
the southwestern willow flycatcher and the Yuma clapper rail; a no effect for the yellowbilled cuckoo; and a no take determination for the bald eagle.
A determination of may affect, but not likely to adversely affect for the southwestern
willow flycatcher is based on the following rationale:
•

No confirmed sightings of southwestern flycatchers have been documented in the
project area.

•

Habitat within the project limits is likely to support only foraging during seasonal
migration, not the establishment of territories and nesting habitat.

•

Retrofitting the existing Central Avenue bridge would temporarily alter a 0.07-acre
area of riparian forest and shrub habitat that may be conducive to the southwestern
flycatcher’s foraging or dispersal.

•

The access road and work areas required for bridge construction would be
temporary; all affected areas would be reclaimed and restored to their
preconstruction conditions.

•

Construction activities and associated noise would be short term in duration.

•

No permanent losses to wetlands or WOUS would occur.

•

A vegetation planting and habitat improvement plan would be implemented using
plant species that are typical of the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area to replace
vegetation removed within the work areas beneath the Central Avenue bridge.

•

The contractor would develop and implement a Spill Prevention and Containment
Measures Plan for working within and adjacent to the Salt River channel.

•

The contractor would also develop and implement a Stormwater Control Plan for all
areas not covered in the Spill Prevention and Containment Measures Plan (staging
areas, nonpoint source spills containment and clean up, concrete washout, etc.).
Implementation of sediment and erosion controls would prevent impacts, as a result
of siltation, on water-dependent insects that the southwestern willow flycatcher could
use as forage sources.

A determination of may affect, but not likely to adversely affect for the Yuma clapper rail
is based on the following rationale:
•

Retrofitting the existing Central Avenue bridge would temporarily alter a 0.58-acre
area of open water habitat and an adjoining 0.09-acre area of emergent wetland
that, by circumstance of habitat type, could support the Yuma clapper rail.

•

No confirmed sightings of the Yuma clapper rail have been documented in the
project area.
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•

The access road and work areas required to access the bridge piers would be
temporary; all affected areas would be reclaimed and restored to their
preconstruction conditions.

•

Construction activities and associated noise would be short term in duration.

•

No permanent losses to wetlands or WOUS would occur.

•

A vegetation planting and habitat improvement plan would be implemented using
plant species that are typical of the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area to replace
vegetation removed within the work areas beneath the Central Avenue bridge.

•

The contractor would develop and implement a Spill Prevention and Containment
Measures Plan for working within and adjacent to the Salt River channel.

•

The contractor would also develop and implement a Stormwater Control Plan for all
areas not covered in the Spill Prevention and Containment Measures Plan (staging
areas, nonpoint source spills containment and clean up, concrete washout, etc.).
Implementation of sediment and erosion controls would prevent impacts, as a result
of siltation, on water-dependent prey that the Yuma clapper rail may feed upon.

A determination of no effect for the yellow-billed cuckoo is based on the following
rationale:
•

There are no documented occurrences of yellow-billed cuckoo within the project
area or the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area.

•

There is no suitable nesting habitat for the yellow-billed cuckoo in the project area.
The project area also lacks suitable habitat for foraging during seasonal migration.

•

The closest proposed critical habitat for the yellow-billed cuckoo is mapped
approximately 9.5 miles west of the project area.

•

Retrofitting the existing Central Avenue bridge would temporarily alter a 0.07-acre
area of riparian forest and shrub habitat. This habitat consists of similarly aged
Goodding’s willow intermixed with five-stamen tamarisk, cottonwood and lilac
chastetree. The density and canopy structure of these habitats are not conducive to
use by the yellow-billed cuckoo.

•

The access road and work areas required for bridge construction would be
temporary; all affected areas would be reclaimed and restored to their
preconstruction conditions.

•

Construction activities and associated noise would be short term in duration.

•

No permanent losses to wetlands or WOUS would occur.

•

A vegetation planting and habitat improvement plan would be implemented using
plant species that are typical of the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area to replace
vegetation removed within the work areas beneath the Central Avenue bridge.
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The Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act prohibits any form of possession or take of
bald eagles, including any part, nest, or egg; unless allowed by permit. The Act defines
“take” as “to pursue, shoot, shoot at, poison, wound, kill, capture, trap, collect, molest or
disturb.” The proposed project would not result in a take of bald eagles based on the
following:
•

The proposed project would not eliminate foraging or nesting habitat.

•

There is a lack of quality habitat in the project area and an absence of observed
foraging in the project area.

•

Any eagles that may visit the project vicinity are expected to exhibit a tolerance for
urban areas, noise and construction.
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6.0

BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES MITIGATION MEASURES

The following mitigation measures would be implemented to minimize project-related
impacts on the southwestern willow flycatcher, Yuma clapper rail and bald eagle and
their habitat:
•

The Contractor would minimize construction activity disturbance to riparian
vegetation by avoiding vegetation to the extent possible and trimming trees rather
than removal if practical and without severely reducing the survivability of the tree.

•

The limits of the work area in wetlands and other WOUS shall be clearly identified in
the field (for example, by staking or flagging) prior to ground-disturbing activities.
The project contractor shall avoid all flagged and/or otherwise designated sensitive
resource areas within or adjacent to the project area.

•

The project contractor shall not conduct any clearing, grubbing or tree/limb removal
from March 1 to August 31 unless a wildlife biologist has conducted a bird nest
search of the affected vegetation and has determined that no active bird nests are
present. Vegetation removal may occur if the area has been surveyed within 5 days
prior to removal as long as only inactive bird nests, if any, are present. During the
nonbreeding season (September 1 to February 28), vegetation removal is not
subject to this restriction.

•

Temporary storage, staging, materials lay down and other work areas would be sited
in uplands or previously disturbed areas to the extent possible.

•

Bridge abutments would be restored to match preconstruction conditions.

•

Equipment shall remain inside the identified project limits, and shall not be stored,
maintained or repaired in areas mapped as wetlands or other WOUS.

•

A vegetation planting and habitat improvement plan would be developed using plant
species used for the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area to replace vegetation
removed within the Salt River channel.

•

Water flow and circulation patterns of the Salt River would be restored following
construction.

•

The contractor would develop and implement a Spill Prevention and Containment
Measures Plan for working within and adjacent to the Salt River channel.

•

The contractor would also develop and implement a Stormwater Control Plan for all
areas not covered in the Spill Prevention and Containment Measures Plan (staging
areas, nonpoint source spills containment and clean up, concrete washout, etc.).
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7.0

COORDINATION

Coordination with the resource agencies is ongoing. Valley Metro submitted a letter to
USFWS requesting its review of the project and any specific concerns about the
proposed project. In addition, the following meetings have occurred or are scheduled:
•

A September 8, 2015 meeting with the City of Phoenix was held to discuss the
project and potential impacts to the Central Avenue bridge. The extent of the work
within the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area was not known at this time.

•

A November 13, 2015 meeting with the City of Phoenix was held to discuss options
for replacing, retrofitting, or building a new Central Avenue bridge to support light
rail. Impacts from all options were discussed and support for retrofitting the existing
bridge was received. Impacts to the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area were
presented and discussed.

•

A meeting with the USFWS and City of Phoenix is planned for early December 2015
to discuss the proposed project and associated impacts to the Rio Salado Habitat
Restoration Area. A discussion regarding forthcoming consultation with USFWS is
included as an agenda topic.

Other applicable land managing agencies are also being sent scoping letters requesting
information for species concerns during the EA preparation process. The completion of
the EA is expected in 2016.
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8.0
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APPENDIX A. LETTER FROM VALLEY METRO
TO THE U.S. FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE
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