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Letter - F5. U.S. Department of the Interior Fish and Wildlife
Service. Signatory - Steve Thompson.

Response to Comment F5-1
Comment noted.

Response to Comment F5-2
The suggested changes have been made and are reflected in the HCP
in Attachment A in this Final EIR/EIS.

Response to Comment F5-3
Please refer to the Master Responses on Other Relationship Between
the Proposed Project and the Salton Sea Restoration Project, and
Biology  Approach to Salton Sea Habitat Conservation Strategy in
Section 3 of this Final EIR/EIS.
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Response to Comment F5-4
Please refer to the Master Response on Hydrology Development of
the Baseline in Section 3 of this Final EIR/EIS.

Response to Comment F5-5
Please refer to the Master Response on Hydrology Development of
the Baseline in Section 3 of this Final EIR/EIS.

Response to Comment F5-6
Please refer to the Master Response on Other Growth Inducement
Analysis in Section 3 of this Final EIR/EIS.

Response to Comment F5-7
A detailed description of IID's O&M activities and their effects on
covered species is provided in the Habitat Conservation Plan.
Additional detail on the effects of O&M activities on covered species
has been added in the revised HCP (Attachment A of this Final
EIR/EIS) and can be found in Chapter 3. (The Draft HCP is Appendix C
of the Draft EIR/EIS.) The description of the O&M activities in the HCP
is referenced in the general overview of the activities provided in the
project description in the main body of the EIR/EIS. Similarly, the
evaluations of the effects of O&M activities on covered species
provided in the HCP are referenced in the EIR/EIS.

As noted in the Draft EIR/EIS (Page 3.2-102), IID's O&M activities
would be the same under the Proposed Project and alternatives. Under
the No Action Alternative, IID would continue to conduct O&M activities.
While these activities would be expected to continue without the
Proposed Project, the mitigation and avoidance measures described in
the HCP and EIR/EIS would not be implemented under the No Action
Alternative. As such, continuation of O&M activities is not a
consequence of the Proposed Project, and therefore O&M would not
have impacts to wildlife that are attributable to the Proposed Project.
Effects of O&M activities on covered species are specifically evaluated
because IID is requesting authorization from the USFWS and the
CDFG for incidental take of these species that could occur with
continuation of O&M activities.
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Response to Comment F5-8
The evaluation of impacts to biological resources along the Lower
Colorado River uses a habitat-based approach. Effects to different
habitat types are quantified and effects to wildlife using these habitats
are inferred from changes in habitat. While the southwestern willow
flycatcher was a specific focus of the evaluation, other special-status
species also were considered (see Impacts BR-5, -6 and -7). The
analysis assumed that if the underlying habitat was adequately
protected or mitigated for the most sensitive species (i.e., special-status
species), it would be adequately protected or mitigated for less habitat-
sensitive species. Table 3.2-34 in the Draft EIR/EIS presents the
primary association and use of vegetation communities by selected
wildlife species in the study area, showing that several species' habitat
association overlaps sufficiently with that of the willow flycatcher.
Impact BR-5 lists the other special-status species similarly affected by
the potential loss of cottonwood-willow habitat.

Habitat-based approaches are commonly used to evaluate impacts for
NEPA/CEQA evaluations. A more detailed species-specific analysis (as
opposed to a habitat-based approach) is not necessary to reach
meaningful conclusions regarding the potential impacts of the Proposed
Project on biological resources along the Lower Colorado River.

Response to Comment F5-9
If there is a time lag between the loss of pileworms and increases in the
abundance of more salt-tolerant species, impacts to such species as
the eared grebe and ruddy duck could occur. However, it is unknown
whether such a time lag would occur. The specific responses of
invertebrate populations of the Sea to increased salinity are impossible
to predict with certainty. It is likely that the abundance of pileworms and
other invertebrate species used as forage by grebes and ruddy ducks
varies annually and that effects on invertebrate abundance due to
changes in salinity would be continuous, rather than catastrophic at
some threshold. This would allow species such as the eared grebe and
ruddy duck to exploit whichever forage species happens to be dominant
through time. In addition, eared grebes and ruddy ducks likely forage on
other invertebrate species in addition to pileworms, brine shrimp, and
brine flies, such that the loss of pileworms would not be immediately
reflected in a decline in grebe and ruddy duck abundance.
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Response to Comment F5-9 (continued)

Exactly how the vertebrate and invertebrate communities of the Salton Sea will respond to increases in salinity, and in turn how birds will respond, cannot be predicted. Despite
historical differences, Mono Lake and the Great Salt Lake provide the best examples of what the Salton Sea might look like as its salinity increases. Migratory bird use of both of these
lakes is very high, suggesting that migratory bird use will continue to be high at the Salton Sea. The exact species composition and relative abundance of migratory birds using the
Salton Sea probably will change over time as food resources change at the Sea and bird populations respond to factors in other portions of their ranges. It is important to recognize that
the composition and abundance of birds at the Salton Sea have historically fluctuated and transitioned over time. For example, black skimmers were unknown at the Salton Sea until
1972, but since then the population nesting at the sea has increased considerably. Double-crested cormorants nested at the sea in small numbers until 1999, when a large breeding
colony became established on Mullet Island. Use of the Salton Sea by migrating and wintering white pelicans appears to have been low until the 1980s, after which the number of birds
using the Sea increased.

Response to Comment F5-10
Approach 1 of the Salton Sea Conservation Strategy has been eliminated from consideration. Implementation of the revised Salton Sea Habitat Conservation Strategy would avoid
accelerating changes in fish abundance attributable to water conservation and transfer and thereby avoid project-related impacts to piscivorous birds. See Master Response for
Biology Approach to Salton Sea Habitat Conservation Strategy in Section 3 of this Final EIR/EIS.

Response to Comment F5-11
Approach 1 has been eliminated from consideration. The Salton Sea Habitat Conservation Strategy would avoid accelerating changes in the fish populations in the Salton Sea that are
attributable to the water conservation and transfer project. See the Master Response for Biology Approach to the Salton Sea Habitat Conservation Strategy in Section 3 of this Final
EIR/EIS.

Response to Comment F5-12
It is not clear that a shallower Sea will be more productive. Total nutrient loading will be reduced with the conservation program and possible enhanced resuspension of surface
sediments could contribute nutrients to stimulate more algae growth. Alternatively, suspended sediments may reduce average light exposure to the algae community and thus reduce
productivity (light reduction to algae is a likely result of enhanced mixing of the water column, and is exacerbated by entrained sediment). In addition, the change in productivity of the
Sea in relation to decreased average depth is likely to be insignificant as the Sea is now and has always been highly eutrophic. Regardless, as discussed in the text, there is no known
quantitative link between Sea productivity and avian disease that would allow us to predict changes in incidence of disease (even if we could predict changes in the Sea's productivity).

Response to Comment F5-13
Please refer to the Master Response on Biology Approach to the Salton Sea Habitat Conservation Strategy in Section 3 of this Final EIR/EIS.
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Response to Comment F5-14
Each of the comments raised have been addressed in the revised
Section 3.9, Indian Trust Assets. Changes are indicated in subsection
3.9 under Section 4.2, Text Revisions of this Final EIR/EIS.

The Tribe, because of its government-to-government relationship with
the Department of Interior, can continue dialog with the Department on
these issues outside the context of the EIR/EIS public review process.
Also, to the extent the Tribe would like its comments to be part of the
administrative record for the NEPA process, the Tribe should comment
on the Final EIS after it is filed. Their comments will be considered prior
to a Record of Decision, and will be part of the record.

Response to Comment F5-15
In response to comments, the text of Section 3.15 has been revised.
The changes are indicated in subsection 3.15 in Section 4.2, Text
Revisions in this Final EIR/EIS.

Response to Comment F5-16
Please refer to the Master Response on Biology Approach to the
Salton Sea Habitat Conservation Strategy.
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Response to Comment F5-17
Comment noted.
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Response to Comment F5-18
Please refer to the Master Response for Biology—Approach to the
Salton Sea Habitat Conservation Strategy in Section 3 of this Final
EIR/EIS.

Response to Comment F5-19
The HCP has been revised to specifically exclude conversion of land
owned by IID that is leased to the USFWS as a covered activity. The
HCP also has been revised to specifically identify land uses that are
covered activities as follows: "Land uses that constitute covered
activities are as follows:

•  Installation and implementation of water conservation measures,
        including fallowing
•  Installation and operation of conveyance and drainage facilities
•  Creation and management of fish or wildlife habitat
•  Construction and operation of a fish hatchery
•  Implementation of any other environmental mitigation associated
        with the IID Water Conservation and Transfer Project, this HCP or
        the QSA."

Response to Comment F5-20
The Draft EIR/EIS has been revised to more specifically address effects
to double-crested cormorants from reductions in the water surface
elevation of the Salton Sea. These revisions are found in this Final
EIR/EIS in subsection 3.2.4.3 under Section 4.2, Text Revisions.

In addition, the revised Salton Sea Habitat Conservation Strategy would
avoid accelerating exposure of nesting/roosting features and changes
in fish abundance. See the Master Response for Biology Approach to
Salton Sea Habitat Conservation Strategy in Section 3 in this Final
EIR/EIS.
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Response to Comment F5-21
Since the release of the Draft EIR/EIS and HCP, IID has eliminated
Salton Sea Approach 1 from consideration. Refer to Master Response
for Biology Approach for the Salton Sea Habitat Conservation
Strategy in Section 3 of this Final EIR/EIS. The revised Salton Sea
Approach defines the procedure for annually calculating the amount of
mitigation water that will be provided to the Sea until the year 2030. As
such, the amount of water conservation, the type of conservation, and
the salinity of the Salton Sea will determine the amount of water
necessary to fulfill the mitigation. In addition to the water requirements
for the Sea, IID has committed to mitigation strategies that require the
use of water (i.e., managed marsh and native tree habitats). The
requirements to maintain the function of these created habitats will
dictate the water needs.

Response to Comment F5-22
Based on discussions with representatives from the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service and California Department of Fish and Game, the HCP
has been revised to include a measure for species associated with
agricultural fields.

Response to Comment F5-23
Comment noted.

Response to Comment F5-24
The ESA allows conditional coverage, which is proposed for
25 species.

Response to Comment F5-25
Comment noted.
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Response to Comment F5-26
IID will commit to including funds in the annual budget to fund the HCP. USFWS has accepted this approach in other HCPs.

Response to Comment F5-27
The changed and unforeseen circumstances section of the Final HCP (see Attachment A in this Final EIR/EIS) has been revised to reflect input from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
and the California Department of Fish and Game on the Draft HCP.
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