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4.6.5 Impacts 

The project would produce no significant direct impacts on the black rail. 
Although existing salt marsh habitats adjacent :o the proposed development in 
Mt. w e n  Creek do not appear to currently support a breeding black rail 
population, the habitat is suitable and could potentially be inhabited. If 
successful, the mitigation program would yield a net increase in available, 
potential black rail habitat (123 acres of new salt marsh and transitional marsh 
on the Oliver/Perry duck club property and mouse corridor). To the extent that 
it is practicable to restore the project site to tidal marsh, development of the 
Shorelands' project site would, however, decrease the acreage of potentially 
restorable black rail habitat in the region by 735.9 acres. Wintering black 
rails could also be adversely affected by increases in predator populations 
similar to the impacts described for clapper rails. 

4.7 WESTERN SNOWY PLOVER, CHARADRIUS ALEXANDRINUS NIVOSUS 

4.7.1 Status 

The western snowy plover is classified as a Category 2 candidate for 
inclusion on the Federal Endangered Species List (USFWS 1985). This 
classification offers no legal protection for the species or its habitat. It 
does indicate that the species is a "taxa for which existing information may 
warrant listing, but for which substantial biological information to support a 
proposed rule is lacking." The plover has also been listed as a bird species 
of special concern by the State of California as a second priority species. 
Second priority species have been shown to be declining in a large portion of 
their range in California, but their populations are still sufficiently sub- 
stantial that danger is not immediate (Remsen 1978). 

4.7.2 Distribution 

The western snowy plover is found along the Pacific coast from northern 
Mexico to Washington. and is found inland in the Central Valley of California 
and at Salton Sea and Mono Lake. The snowy plover is commonly found from 
September through March on sandy beaches and bayshore sand flats. It is uncommon 
to fairly common all year long on salt pond dikes around  an Francisco Bay where 
nesting occurs. Observations show fairly continuous use of the general project 
area by snowy plovers for foraging, resting, and breeding. 

Information on population trends of the snowy plover in California 1s scant. 
Grinnell and Miller (19G4) had already detected a decrease in abundance by the 
-19hO's. Recent surveys along the coast of northern California document fewer 
than 100 pairs nesting between Marin County and the Oregon border. Populations 
in south S a n  Francisco Bay appeared to do well in 1977 by nesting on dikes in 
salt ponds and may have numbered up to 150 pairs (Gill 1977). WESCO (1985 field 
data) located at least 12 post-breeding pairs with young (Figure 14). 
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Snowy plovers  have been s i g h t e d  on and around the  Shorelands p r o j e c t  s i t e  
f o r ' a  number of y e a r s .  The g r e a t e s t  number of n e s t s  was i n  1978 when about  30 
p a i r s  ( n e s t s  o r  broods) and 3 s i n g l e  b i r d s  were i d e n t i f i e d  i n  the  expanded s tudy  
a rea  (Page and S tenze l  1979).  Of t h e s e ,  16 occurred  on the  p r o j e c t  s i t e  and were 
p r i m a r i l y  loca ted  w i t h i n  o r  immediately ad j acen t  t o  t he  o l d  p i c k l e  pond (6B, 7A, 
and 7B) and on the  d ike  s e p a r a t i n g  ponds B 1  and 11. (Figure  14 ) .  I n  more r e c e n t  
y e a r s ,  fewer numbers have been i d e n t i f i e d  b u t  t he  surveys have n o t  been a s  
i n t e n s i v e  a s  1978 o r  conducted dur ing  the most app ropr i a t e  pe r iods .  Nest ing 
p a i r s  ( n e s t s  o r  broods) i d e n t i f i e d  i n  t h e  p r o j e c t  a r e a  ( inc ludes  a d j a c e n t  s a l t  
ponds) were 9 p a i r s  i n  1985 and 1 2  p a i r s  i n  1986 (WESCO 1985 f i e l d  surveys ;  SFBBO 
1985 and 1986 survey d a t a ) .  The d i s t r i b u t i o n  of  t he  n e s t i n g  p a i r s  is shown on 
Figure 14. Surveys-of  the  p i c k l e  pond i n  1987 conducted independent ly by WESCO 
(May 14 ,  1987) and D r .  Howard Cogswell (May 16 ,  1987) i d e n t i f i e d  a minimum o f  
t h r e e  n e s t i n g  p a i r s  i n  the a r e a .  

Howard cogswell has  kep t  r eco rds  of snowy p love r s  s i t i n g s  a long  M t .  Eden 
Creek, t h e  Baumberg t r a c t  a r e a ,  and Ol ive r  sal t  ponds s i n c e  1964 ( s e e  Appendix 
4 t o  t h e  Mi t iga t ion  P lan ,  a t t a c h e d ) .  H i s  obse rva t ion  d a t e s  a r e  spo rad ic  b u t  do 
span t h e  e n t i r e  y e a r ,  i nc lud ing  both  win te r ing  and breeding  pe r iods .  D r .  
Cogswell has  noted a  few appa ren t ly  n e s t i n g  b i r d s  on t h e  p i c k l e  pond from yea r  
t o  y e a r ,  and over 100 r o o s t i n g  b i r d s .  

Snowy plovers  a l s o  win te r  i n  t h e  Bay Area. Recent counts  have e s t ima ted  
up t o  780 ind iv idua l s  w in te r ing  i n  t h e  Hayward/Fremont a r e a  (Drennan 1985).  I n  
February 1986, t he  Ohlone Chapter of  the  Audubon Soc ie ty  counted approximately 
300 ind iv idua l s  on t h e  p i c k l e  pond, which was one of  t he  l a r g e s t  concen t r a t ions  
of snowy p lovers  recorded i n  r e c e n t  yea r s  (Ohlone Audubon Soc ie ty  1985).  Winter 
use  he has  observed from year  t o  y e a r ,  ranged between 20 and about  200 b i r d s ,  
a l s o  on t h e  p i c k l e  pond. . 

Three main s i t e s  w i th in  t h e  s tudy  a r e a  appear  t o  be p r e f e r r e d  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  
a r e a s  by the  snowy p love r .  These s i t e s  a r e  t he  o l d  p i c k l e  pond (6B, 7A, and 7B) 
i n  t h e  c e n t r a l  p o r t i o n  of t he  p r o j e c t  s i t e ,  t h e  abandoned b i t t e r n  pond (Bl )  and 
t h e  sou theas t e rn  p a r t  o f  pond 6 (Figure 14 ) .  Both s i t e s  (when n o t  f looded)  
provide  l a rge  open a r e a s  with l i t t l e  v e g e t a t i v e  cover  such a s  p r e f e r r e d  by t h i s  
s p e c i e s .  The uneven, s l i g h t l y ' u n d u l a t i n g  ground s u r f a c e  of  t h e s e  two a r e a s  
provides  an  element of  cover l a c k i n g  i n  t h e  c r y s t a l l i z e r  ponds and may be one 
of t h e  reasons t h e  snowy p love r s  appear t o  s e l e c t  t hese  a r e a s  ove r  o t h e r  ponds 
i n  t h e  s tudy  a rea .  Within the  p r o j e c t  s i t e  p i c k l e  pond, t he  l a c k  o f  w a t e r  (and 
food sources)  i n t o  e a r l y  summer appears  t o  be t h e  primary f a c t o r  l i m i t i n g  n e s t i n g  
a c t i v i t y .  
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Leora Feeney (2.989) observed a d u l t  p lovers  and ch icks  o r  n e s t s  on the 
p;oject s i t e  i n  1988 on the p i c k l e  pond (6B) and B 1  (abandoned b i t t e r n  pond) ( s ee  
Figure 1 5 ) .  She a l s o  observed p love r s  wi th  ch icks  o r  n e s t s  on s a l t  ponds 6B and 
15 and a d u l t  b i r d s  on ponds 10 and 11 ad jacen t  t o  the p r o j e c t  s i t e  and on the  
l e v e e s  s epa ra t ing  the  s i t e  from L e s l i e  s a l t  ponds 1 2  through 14.  The h ighes t  
snowy p lover  count  of the yea r  was 197 b i r d s  r e s t i n g  o r  feeding  on Pond 11 dur ing  
the  August pos t -breeding  pe r iod .  The t o t a l  a r e a  of these  ponds is 222 a c r e s  (141 
i n  p i c k l e  pond. 8 1  i n  b i t t e r n  pond B l ) ,  though not a l l  of these ponds may be 
u t i l i z e d  f o r  p lover  n e s t i n g .  

4 . 7 . 3  Habi ta t  

The western snowy p lover  p r e f e r s  t h e  dry  sand and upper sand f l a t s  of open 
beaches backed by sand dunes and bordered by marsh o r  brackish  lagoons (Bent 
1927).  Nesting is t y p i c a l l y  s o l i t a r y  and occurs  on f l a t  sand and s h e l l  mix wi th  
no vege ta t ive  cover  and a  good supply  of amphipods and ground b e e t l e s  f o r  food. 

H i s t o r i c a l l y  the b i r d s  commonly n e s t e d  a long  the  c o a s t a l  dunes and beaches 
from Mexico t o  Washington. The n e s t s  a r e  a simple sc rape  i n  t h e  s a n d  o r  ba re  
e a r t h ,  u sua l ly  w i t h  a  simple l i n i n g  of b i t s  of  s h e l l ,  g r a v e l ,  o r  g r a s s  (Cogswell 
1977).  Most prime n e s t i n g  h a b i t a t  i n  low dunes is  now so  s u b j e c t  t o  human 
dis turbance  t h a t  popula t ions  have dwindled (Rernsen 1978). The p l o v e r s ,  however, 
have p a r t i a l l y  compensated f o r  t h i s  l o s s  by s h i f t i n g  t h e i r  b reed ing  a c t i v i t i e s  
i n  s e v e r a l  a r e a s ,  i nc lud ing  San Franc isco  Bay, t o  inc lude  n e s t i n g  on  sa l t  pond 
d i k e s ,  bare f l a t s ,  o r  sand f i l l s .  

4 .7 .4  General Ecology 

Snowy p lovers  l i v e  year - round i n  t h e  San Francisco Bay Area,  and b reed  
between Apr j l  and e a r l y  August. Two t o  t h r e e  sand-colored eggs a r e  l a i d  i n  a 
hollow i n  the sand o r  bare  e a r t h ,  and incubated  by both pa ren t s  f o r  a b o u t  24 days 
(Cogswell 1977).  The downy young a r e  f a i r l y  we l l  camouflaged t o  match t h e  beach 
sand ,  and w i l l  fo l low t h e  p a r e n t s  t o  t h e  feeding  a r e a s  w i t h i n  one day of 
ha t ch ing .  

The p lovers  forage  on t h e  h i g h  beaches f o r  beach hopper anphipods,  ground 
and rove b e e t l e s ,  and o t h e r  i n s e c t s  a t t r a c t e d  t o  the seaweeds and d r i f w o o d s  cast 
ashore .  Occas iona l ly  they fo rage  i n  wet sand f o r  young sand c r a b s .  The sa l t  
pond popula t ions  f e e d  i n  p a r t  on b r i n e  f l i e s .  
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. Only limited information is available wich respect to snowy plover nesting 
territories. Garriner et a1 (1986) reported nest territories of 1.2. acres per 
breeding pair at Pajaro Dunes and 5.6 acres per pair at Mono Lake. Gary Page 
(pers. comm.) stated that the Mono Lake figure was prcbably more representative 
of theetrue species requirement because that study considered over 100 breeding 
adults, while the Pajaro observations were in an unrepresentative situation where 
there were only 3 breeding pairs restricted to a small area of saltpan. The 
breeding territory includes the area necessary for the flightless young to forage 
on their own, and must include access to water. Page (pers. comm.) suggested 
that an index of plover breeding territories should be separately established 
for San Francisco Bay. 

Snowy plovers' show inconsistent patterns of breeding where they may use one 
site in a given year, and a completely different site the next. They have been 
observed to breed at one site for several sequential years, then abandon the site 
the next year, and return to it the following year (Warriner, et al. 1986). 
Thus, a site that provides suitable plover habitat .may be important to the snowy 
plover population as a whole, but the number of individual birds observed at the 
site may vary widely from year to year. 

4.7.5 Impacts 

The project would significantly impact the snowy plover. The old pickle 
pond (numbers 6B, 7A, and 7B) in the south central portion of the project site 
is an important nesting and wintering area for the species. This pond once 
supported and may still support the largest concentration of nesting snowy 
plovers in California (Page and Stenzel 1978). Over 300 individuals have recently 
been observed wintering on the pond, which is one of the largest winter 
concentrations reported in northern California in recent years. 

The old bittern pond B1 is also important to the plover as a post- breeding 
roosting and foraging, and possibly also a nesting area. These areas would be 
completely lost to plover use if the project site were developed. 

Individuals nesting on the dikes or using adjacent salt ponds would also 
be adversely impacted by predation, human disturbance or degradati0n.h water 
quality. Because snowy plovers and other shorebirds nest on the ground on narrow 
dikes between ponds, predators can more easily find nests or capture young. 
Rats, in particular, apparently avoid moving over open areas to forage (Barnett 
1975). Hence large areas, such as the old pickle pond with a broad expanse of 
suitable nesting habitat may offer inherently greater protection from some 
predators, although others, such as red fox, may be highly effective nest 
predators. 

It is noteworthy that if the site were restored to tidal marsh, instead of 
developed, this would adversely impact existing plover habitat. To provide for 
the plover under such conditions, areas of higher, exposed mud or sand flats 
would have zo be provided. 


