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Plants 

Based upon a review of the resources and databases available, 59 special-status plants have been 
documented to occur in the vicinity of the project site.  Of these, 43 species are “not present” on the 
project site, 14 have a “low” potential to occur on the project site and 4 have a “moderate” potential to 
occur on the project site.  There are no special-status plants identified as “likely to occur” or “present” on 
the project site.  The four species with a “moderate” potential for occurrence are discussed in more detail 
below, including coastal marsh milk-vetch (Astragalus pycnostachyus var. pycnostachyus), Bristly sedge 
(Carex comosa), marsh horsetail (Equisetum palustre), and Hickman’s cinquefoil (Potentilla hickmanii).  
These special-status plant species have the potential to occur along the drainage separating the project 
parcels and the parcels’ western boundary in and around Pillar Point Marsh.   

Moderate Potential 

Coastal Marsh Milk-Vetch 

Coastal marsh milk-vetch is a CNPS List 1B.2 species.  It is a perennial herb of the legume family 
(Fabaceae) that occurs in mesic coastal dune and coastal scrub communities, and along streams or coastal 
salt marshes and swamps at elevations ranging from 0 to 100 feet (0 – 30 meters).  Coastal marsh milk-
vetch has only been found in Humboldt, Mendocino, Marin and San Mateo counties in California.  The 
blooming season for this species extends from April through October.  Although coastal marsh milk-vetch 
was not observed during focused plant surveys conducted in 2003 on the northern project parcel,61 
suitable habitat occurs along the drainage separating the project parcels and the parcels’ western boundary 
in and around Pillar Point Marsh.  Additionally, there is an occurrence of coastal marsh milk-vetch 
recorded in the CNDDB from Pillar Point Marsh.62  This occurrence is from a 1902 collection; however, 
while this species was not found during plant surveys of the marsh in 2004, coastal marsh milk-vetch is 
presumed extant, as suitable habitat exists at this location.  Because of the presence of suitable habitat on 
and immediately adjacent to the project site, and the proximity of a known occurrence, this species has a 
moderate potential to occur on the project site.   

Bristly sedge  

Bristly sedge is a CNPS List 2.1 species.  It is a rhizomatous herb of the sedge family (Cyperaceae) that 
occurs in marshes and swamps in elevations ranging from 0 - 625 feet (-5 – 1005meters). Bristly sedge 
can also occur along lake margins and in valley and foothill grassland. The plant is closely associated 
with coastal prairie. Bristly sedge is fairly widely distributed, but apparently rarely collected.  In 
California Bristly sedge is known from Contra Costa, Lake, Mendocino, Sacramento, San Bernardino, 
Santa Cruz, San Francisco, San Mateo, Shasta, San Joaquin, and Sonoma counties.  It has also been found 
in Oregon, Washington, Idaho, and elsewhere.  The blooming season for Bristly sedge is from May - 

                                                      

61  Wetland Research Associates (WRA).  2004. Ibid.   
62  California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG).  2007.  Ibid.   
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September.  The only known source of information for this occurrence is from an 1866 collection of this 
species and is estimated to be in a “swamp near San Francisco”.63  This species has not been found in San 
Mateo County nor was it observed during onsite reconnaissance-level surveys as well as those conducted 
in and around Pillar Point Marsh in November 1997.64  However, suitable habitat for Bristly sedge occurs 
along the drainage separating the project parcels and the parcel’s western boundary in and around Pillar 
Point Marsh.  This species has a moderate potential to occur on the project site because of the presence of 
suitable habitat on and immediately adjacent to the site and the lapse of time since the previous surveys 
were conducted in and around Pillar Point Marsh (ten years).   

Marsh Horsetail 

Marsh horsetail is a CNPS List 3 species.  It is a perennial rhizomatous herb of the horsetail family 
(Equisetaceae) that occurs in marshes and swamps at elevations from 150 to 3,280 feet (45 to 1,000 
meters).  In California, marsh horsetail has been found in Lake, Napa, San Francisco, and San Mateo 
counties.  It has also been found in Idaho, Oregon, and Washington.  Although the project site is slightly 
below the elevation occupied by this species and this species was not observed during focused surveys 
conducted in 2003 on the northern project parcel,65 suitable habitat occurs along the drainage separating 
the project parcels and the parcels’ western boundary in and around Pillar Point Marsh.66  Marsh horsetail 
has a moderate potential to occur on the project site because of the presence of suitable habitat on and 
immediately adjacent to the site, as well as the lapse of time since the previous surveys for this species 
were conducted (four years). 

Hickman’s Cinquefoil 

Hickman’s cinquefoil is a listed as endangered by both the USFWS and CDFG and is a CNPS List 1B.1 
species.  It is a perennial herb of the rose family (Rosaceae) that occurs in coastal bluff scrub, closed-cone 
coniferous forest, vernally mesic meadows and seeps, and freshwater marshes and swamps in elevations 
ranging from 30 to 440 feet (10 to 149 meters). This plant is closely associated with coastal bluff scrub.  
Hickman’s cinquefoil has only been found in Monterey, San Mateo, and Sonoma counties in California.  
The blooming season for this species extends from April through August.  Although Hickman’s 
cinquefoil was not observed during reconnaissance-level surveys conducted in and around Pillar Point 
Marsh in November199767 or during focused surveys conducted in 2003 on the northern project parcel,68 
suitable habitat occurs along the drainage separating the project parcels and the parcels’ western boundary 
in and around Pillar Point Marsh.  Additionally, there are two occurrences of Hickman’s cinquefoil 

                                                      

63  California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG).  2007.  Ibid.   
64  Brady/LSA.  2002. Ibid. 
65  Wetland Research Associates (WRA).  2004. Ibid.   
66  Brady/LSA.  2002. Ibid. 
67  Brady/LSA.  2002. Ibid. 
68  Wetland Research Associates (WRA).  2004. Ibid.   
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recorded in the CNDDB within five miles of the project site.69  The closest occurrence is approximately 
two miles northwest of the project site. Both occurrences occur in coastal bluff associations above 25ft. 
However, due to the presence of suitable habitat on and immediately adjacent to the site, the proximity of 
known occurrences, and the lapse of time since the previous surveys (ten for the surveys in and around 
Pillar Point Marsh and four years for the survey on the project parcel), this species has a moderate 
potential to occur on the project site.   

Sensitive Natural Communities/Habitats 

Four Sensitive Natural Communities have been documented by CNDDB and CNPS to occur in the 
vicinity of the project site.  In addition, the San Mateo County LCP requires evaluation of additional 
categories and designations of Sensitive Habitats. Of the four Sensitive Natural Communities documented 
by CNDDB and CNPS, 3 are “not present” and 1, Northern Coastal Salt Marsh, has a “moderate” 
potential to occur on the project site.  In addition, “Riparian Corridors” are a designated Sensitive Habitat 
under the San Mateo County LCP.  Riparian habitat and its associated corridor are “present” on the 
project site along the drainage that separates the northern and southern parcels and flows to Pillar Point 
Marsh.  These two habitat types are discussed in more detail below.  “Wetlands” are also designated as a 
Sensitive Habitat by the San Mateo County LCP and will be discussed under Jurisdictional Waters and 
Wetlands. 

Northern Coastal Salt Marsh 

Northern Coastal Salt Marsh is a type of Saline Emergent Wetland that occurs above intertidal sand and 
mud flats (Küchler 1977) and below upland communities not subject to tidal action (Macdonald 1977a).  
The upper part of estuaries grade into brackish and freshwater marshes (Chetham and Haller 1975, 
Macdonald 1977a, Josselyn 1983).  This wetland type occurs along the margins of bays, lagoons, and 
estuaries sheltered from excessive wave action (Macdonald and Barbour 1974).  Northern Coastal Salt 
Marsh provides food, cover, nesting and roosting habitat for a variety of birds, mammals, reptiles, and 
amphibians (Macdonald 1977b, Zedler 1982).  Endemic subspecies of birds include the endangered 
California and light-footed clapper rails, California black rail, salt marsh yellowthroat, Belding’s 
Savannah sparrow and three subspecies of the song sparrow at San Francisco Bay (CDFG 1980, USFWS 
1983a, Josselyn 1983).  Other bird species that feed or roost in these wetlands are herons, egrets, ducks, 
hawks (including the northern harrier), Virginia rail, American coot, shorebirds, swallows, and marsh 
wren.  Species include residents, migrants and winter visitants (Macdonald 1977b, Springer 1982, Zedler 
1982, Josselyn 1983).  Mammals include species of shrews, bats, and mice, including the endangered salt 
marsh harvest mouse endemic at San Francisco Bay, as well as the raccoon, mink river otter, and harbor 
seal.  Species from adjacent uplands, including several species of lizards and snakes, frequent the edge of 

                                                      

69  California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG).  2007.  Ibid.   
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the high marsh.  Pacific tree frog and western toad occur in slightly brackish marsh or after heavy rains 
(Macdonald 1977b, Zedler 1982).70 

Three occurrences of Northern Coastal Salt Marsh have been recorded in San Mateo County, two in San 
Francisco Bay and one east of Pillar Point next to Princeton.  The latter occurrence, in the immediate 
vicinity of the project site, was dominated by salicornia, jamuea carnosa, and frankenia grandiflora, and 
was associated with both brackish and freshwater marsh habitats.71  None of the characteristic plants or 
hydrologic regimes currently occurs on the project site, potentially due to continuous agricultural 
practices. However, due to the occurrence of Northern Coastal Salt Marsh in the immediate vicinity of the 
project site as well as suitable habitat in Pillar Point Marsh, this sensitive natural community has a 
moderate potential to occur on the project site. 

Animals 

Fifty-two special-status wildlife species have been documented in the vicinity of the project site.  Of these 
species, 28 are “not present” on the project site, 17 have a “low” potential, four have a “moderate” 
potential, and one is “likely” to occur on the project site.  Further, two species have been identified as 
“present” on the project site.  Western pond turtle (Actinemys marmorata), California red-legged frog 
(Rana aurora draytonii), bank swallow (Riparia riparia), and San Francisco garter snake (Thamnophis 
sirtalis tetrataenis) have a “moderate” potential to occur. Saltmarsh common yellowthroat (Geothlypis 
trichas sinuosa) is “likely” to occur.  Northern harrier (Circus cyaneus) and white-tailed kite (Elanus 
leucurus) are “present” on the project site.  These species, as well as other migratory bird and raptor 
species, are discussed in more detail below.   

Moderate Potential – Reptiles and Amphibians 

Western Pond Turtle (Actinemys marmorata)  

The western pond turtle (WPT) is designated a species of concern by CDFG and is uncommon to 
common in suitable aquatic habitats throughout California, west of the Sierra-Cascade crest and absent 
from desert regions, except in the Mojave Desert along the Mojave River and its tributaries.72  WPTs are 
associated with a variety of aquatic habitats, both permanent and intermittent, including rivers, creeks, 
small lakes and ponds, marshes, irrigation ditches, and reservoirs.  They may also occur in brackish to salt 

                                                      

70  Springer, Paul F. California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG).  California Interagency Wildlife Task 
Group (pdf – 2008-12-23).  California Wildlife Habitat Relationships System online version.  Sacramento, 
California.   

71  California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG).  2009.  Ibid.   
72  California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG).  California Interagency Wildlife Task Group.  2005.  

California Wildlife Habitat Relationships version 8.1 personal computer program.  Sacramento, California.   
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water.73  WPTs are found from sea level to approximately 6,700 feet (2,040 meters), but mostly below 
4,980 feet (1,370 meters).74   

Although WTPs spend much of their lives in water, they require terrestrial habitats for nesting.  They also 
may overwinter (meaning periods of reduced or no activity during the winter which may include periods 
of a hibernation-like state of reduced physiological activity) on land and may spend part of the warmest 
months in aestivation (meaning an inactive state that individuals enter in the hottest weeks of the year) on 
land.  Use of terrestrial habitats for overwintering and aestivation may vary considerably with latitude and 
habitat type, as some turtles do not leave aquatic habitat.75  WPTs spend a considerable amount of time 
engaged in thermo-regulatory behavior.  They frequently seek warmth from the sun in an activity referred 
to as emergent basking when water temperatures are low and air temperatures are greater than water 
temperatures.  When air temperatures become too warm, as they may later in the day and later in the 
season, WTPs engage in aquatic basking, an activity were turtles conceal themselves in or under masses 
of floating vegetation or algae, or in shallow water relatively close to shore.  WPTs can be seen basking 
out of the water on emergent or floating vegetation, logs, rocks, and occasionally mud or sand banks.   

In general, nesting occurs between late April and early August.76  Females typically leave the water in late 
afternoon or early evening and travel to an upland location that may be a considerable distance (1,300 feet 
[400 meters] or more) from aquatic habitat.77  One to 13 eggs are deposited in the flask-shaped nest 
excavated by the female.  Because digging the nest may require several hours, the female commonly 
remains on or near the nest site overnight.  The young hatch (the incubation period for eggs maintained in 
a laboratory setting ranged from 73 to 80 days78) and may overwinter in the nest, emerging from the nest 
site and moving to the aquatic habitat in the spring.  Hatchlings spend much of their time feeding in 
shallow water that typically has a relatively dense vegetation of submergents or short emergents.  In 
California, reproductive maturity occurs at between seven and 11 years of age; WPTs are thought to be 
long-lived since the minimum age of a recaptured individual was 42 years old.79   

The project site does not support suitable aquatic habitat for WPTs.  In addition, all occurrences of WPT 
in San Mateo County have been recorded at sites with an elevation above 250ft.  However, wetland 
communities (e.g. northern coastal salt marsh and coastal freshwater marsh) in Pillar Point Marsh may 
provide suitable habitat for WPT.  If turtles were to use aquatic communities in Pillar Point Marsh, they 
might use the project site for nesting, overwintering, and/aestivation. Because the majority of the site is in 

                                                      

73  Stebbins, R. C. 2003.  A field guide to western reptiles and amphibians.  Third edition.  Houghton Mifflin 
Company, Boston Massachusetts.  vii + 533.   

74  Stebbins, R. C. 2003.  Ibid.   
75  Jennings, M. R. and M. P. Hayes.  1994.  Amphibian and reptile species of special concern in California.  Final 

Report submitted to the California Department of Fish and Game, Inland Fisheries Division.  Contract No. 
8023. 225 pp.   

76  Jennings, M. R. and M. P. Hayes.  1994.  Ibid. 
77  Jennings, M. R. and M. P. Hayes.  1994.  Ibid. 
78  California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG).  California Interagency Wildlife Task Group.  2005.  Ibid. 
79  Jennings, M. R. and M. P. Hayes.  1994.  Ibid. 
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agricultural production, the extent of usage would most likely be limited to the drainage separating the 
project parcels and suitable habitats along the parcels’ western boundary.  WPT might also use the site 
during overland movements to and from nesting sites and aquatic habitats, such as Denniston Creek 
located less than a half of a mile east of the site.  Although current use of the site by turtles is limited due 
to ongoing agricultural activities, WPTs have a moderate potential to occur on the project site due to the 
presence of suitable aquatic (e.g., Pillar Point Marsh and Denniston Creek) and terrestrial habitat 
(undisturbed upland communities) in the immediate vicinity of the project site.  

San Francisco Garter Snake (Thamnophis sirtalis tetrataenia) 

The San Francisco Garter Snake (SFGS) is a federally and state-listed endangered species.  It is also 
considered a fully protected species by CDFG.  The historic range of the SFGS extended from just north 
of the San Francisco – San Mateo County line near Merced Lake south along the eastern and western 
bases of the Santa Cruz Mountains at least to the upper Crystal Springs Reservoir, and along the coast to 
Ano Nuevo Point, San Mateo County and Waddell Creek, Santa Cruz County.80  Recent surveys indicate 
that there has likely been very little decrease in the overall historic range of the SFGS, but SFGS have 
been extirpated from individual locales.81  Snakes have disappeared from portions of their range due to 
habitat loss from agriculture and urbanization.   

Within its range SFGS are found in the vicinity of various aquatic habitats including ponds, lakes, 
reservoirs, creeks, and drainage ditches that are bordered at least partially by dense emergent vegetation, 
such as cattails, spike rush (Eleocharis spp.), and water plantain (Alisma spp.), and riparian vegetation, 
such as willows (Salix spp.) and various members of Rubus spp.  SFGS are most easily found in 
marshlands and along the edge of riparian vegetation.82  In addition to aquatic habitats, SFGS use upland 
habitats (e.g., grasslands with scattered coyote brush [Baccharis pillularis] or similar brush) to sun 
themselves and to retreat to protective cover.  Within upland habitats the SFGS may prefer slopes with 
southern or western facing exposures, which receive increased levels of solar radiation, due to the 
enhanced ability for thermoregulations at these sites.  Sometimes during the summer months adult snakes 
aestivate within upland habitat refugia.  Also, for much of the winter, SFGS along the coast retreat to 
hibernacula (meaning shelters where snakes spend their dormant time during the winter).  Often rodent 
burrows and thick mats of grass near aquatic habitats are chosen for refugia.   

SFGS are livebearers that mate during the spring (March –April) and also during the fall (September – 
November), the latter is thought to be due to the increased likelihood of encountering a mate as 
individuals emerge from hibernacula and concentrate near aquatic foraging sites.83  Neonates are normally 

                                                      

80  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS).  1985.  Recovery plan for the San Francisco garter snake 
(Thamnophis sirtalis tetrataenia).  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Portland, Oregon.  77 pp.   

81  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS).  2006. 5-year review San Francisco garter snake (Thamnophis sirtalis 
tetrataenia).  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Sacramento, California.  40 pp.   

82  Barry, S. J.  1994.  The distribution, habitat, and evolution of the San Francisco garter snake, Thamnophis 
sirtalis tetrataenia.  Master’s Thesis, University of California, Davis, California.  140 pp.   

83  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS).  2006.  Ibid.   
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born in litters of 1to 35 (average 16) during late July to early August, although a few litters are born as 
late as early September.84  SFGS are most active from March to September although they may be 
observed during any month of the year.  Juveniles grow rapidly during their year, spending much of their 
time feeding in riparian zones or aquatic habitats.  Males and females probably reach sexual maturity in 
two years (at about 46 centimeters and 55 centimeters total length, respectively), although some slower 
growing snakes reach sexual maturity in three years.85  Subadult and adult SFGS feed largely on larvae 
and post-metamorphic life stages of Pacific treefrogs (Hyla regilla) and California red-legged frogs.  
California toads (Bufo boreas halophilus), bullfrogs (Rana catesbeiana), mosquitofish (Gambusia affinis), 
and three-spine sticklebacks (Gasterosteus aculeatus) are also taken.86,87  Juvenile snakes feed largely on 
newts (Taricha spp.), earthworms and Pacific treefrogs.  SFGS were not found during extensive searches 
of Pillar Point Marsh during the 1970’s. There is one known occurrence of SFGS recorded along 
Denniston Creek as extirpated in 1977 and has remained so. Because the majority of the site is in 
agricultural production, the extent of usage would most likely be limited to the drainage separating the 
project parcels and suitable habitats along the parcels’ western boundary.  Like WPT, SFGS might also 
use the site during overland movements to and from nesting sites and aquatic habitats, such as Denniston 
Creek located less than a half of a mile east of the site.  Although current use of the site is limited due to 
ongoing agricultural activities, SFGSs have a moderate potential to occur on the project site due to the 
presence of suitable aquatic (e.g., Pillar Point Marsh and Denniston Creek) and terrestrial habitat 
(undisturbed upland communities) in the immediate vicinity of the project site.   

California Red-legged Frog (Rana aurora draytonii) 

The California red-legged frog (CRLF) formerly occurred from Shasta County to Baja California, west of 
the mountains. It also occurred historically on a few desert slopes in the western Mojave and Colorado 
deserts. According to the USFWS (61 FR 25813–25833), the species has been extirpated from 70 percent 
of its former range and is now found primarily in wetlands and streams in coastal drainages of central 
California from Marin County to Ventura County. It has been all but eradicated from California's inland 
regions, including the foothills of the Sierra Nevada and coastal areas south of Ventura County (Jennings 
and Hayes 1994). The species occurs, or once occurred, at elevations ranging from sea level to 4,900 feet 
(1,500 meters).  The CRLF species is listed as threatened by the USFWS and is recognized as a California 
Species of Concern (CSC) by CDFG.  It typically occurs in aquatic habitat of streams and ponds, but can 
disperse considerable distances in search of breeding and aestivation sites.  Continued loss of upland 
dispersal habitat, fragmentation of remaining breeding locations, competition and predation by bullfrog, 
and degradation of aquatic habitat are primary concerns regarding protection and recovery of this species.  

                                                      

84  Larson, S. S.  1994.  Life history aspects of the San Francisco garter snake at the Millbrae habitat site.  
Master’s Thesis.  California State University, Hayward, California.  105 pp.   

85  Barry, S. J.  1994.  Ibid. 
86  Barry, S. J.  1994.  Ibid. 
87  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS).  2006.  Ibid. 
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Common habitats of the CRLF include stream borders, moist woods, forest clearings, and grasslands 
(Stebbins 1985).  CRLF feeds on insects, mammals, and other amphibians along shorelines.  A permanent 
water source and structurally complex vegetation are habitat requirements of the CRLF.  The habitats 
found to contain the largest densities of CRLF are usually associated with deep-water pools (>2 ft. deep) 
with dense stands of overhanging willows (Salix spp.) and an intermixed fringe of cattails (Typha 
latifolia), tules (Scirpus spp.), or sedges (Carex spp.) (Hayes and Jennings 1988).  However, CRLF have 
also been observed to inhabit stock ponds and artificial (e.g., concrete) pools completely devoid of 
vegetation (Storer 1925).  CRLF cannot successfully reproduce at salinities a> 4.5% (Jennings and Hayes 
1990) and are thus largely restricted to freshwater and slightly brackish water habitats.  For lagoon 
habitats such as Pescadero Marsh in Santa Cruz County, CRLF will be present only during periods when 
the salinities of the lagoons are within the range tolerated by the species (Padgett-Flohr and Jennings 
2002). 

The project site occurs outside of the designated critical habitat areas for CRLF, which were recently 
approved by the USFWS.  Critical Habitat for CRLF in San Mateo County occurs within the Pilarcitas 
Lake and Lower Crystal Springs drainage basins.  Two occurrences of CRLF are recorded within 1 mile 
of the project site.  The nearest occurrence is within Pillar Point Marsh, south of West Point Rd. (May 
1999).  The other occurrence is along Denniston Creek (June 1989).  As noted above, CRLF require both 
permanent water and complex vegetation structure to complete their life cycle.  The project site does not 
contain any areas of permanent water.  In addition, due to continual ongoing agricultural practices on the 
site, suitable vegetation is limited to the wetland interface and pockets of exotics near power pole lines 
where plowing and disking are not practicable (WSP 2009).  Although there is no suitable breeding or 
foraging habitat onsite, CRLF have a moderate potential to occur onsite due to known occurrences in the 
immediate vicinity of the site and potential breeding habitat within Pillar Point Marsh and Denniston 
Creek.  

Bird Species 

Bank Swallow (riparia riparia) 

The bank swallow is a colonial nester, nesting primarily in riparian and other lowland habitats west of the 
desert. Bank swallow utilize open and partly open habitats, frequently near flowing water.  This bird 
species nests in steep sand, dirt, or gravel banks, in a burrow dug near the top of the bank, along the edge 
of inland water or along the coast, or in gravel pits, road embankments, etc. (CDFG 2006).  Bank swallow 
is a neotropical migrant and occurrence of this species in San Mateo County is rare in the fall, extremely 
rare in the winter, and fairly common and restricted to a small portion of the county or to a few locations 
in the summer (Metropulos 2006).  Although the project site does not support suitable nesting habitat for 
this species, the site does support suitable foraging habitat.  Additionally, suitable foraging habitat occurs 
along the drainage separating the project parcels and along the parcels' western boundary in and around 
Pillar Point Marsh.  Bank swallow are known to occur in Pillar Point Marsh (Brady/LSA 2002).  
Therefore, the bank swallow has a moderate potential to occur onsite. 
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Salt Marsh Common Yellow Throat (Geothlypis trichas sinuosa) 

The salt marsh common yellow throat requires dense growth of vegetation associated with moist 
environments.  The species inhabits freshwater marshes, coastal swales, swampy riparian thickets, 
brackish marshes, salt marshes, and edges of disturbed weed fields and grasslands that border soggy 
habitats.  Breeding populations have been documented in wetlands along the San Mateo County coast.  
Occurrence of common yellowthroat is fairly common in San Mateo County (CDFG 2005).  This species 
is known to occur in Pillar Point Marsh (Brady/LSA 2002).  The project site does not support suitable 
nesting habitat, however, the site does support marginal foraging habitat.  The salt marsh common yellow 
throat is likely to occur onsite due to the known presence of the species in Pillar Point Marsh as well as 
suitable breeding, foraging and nesting habitat in the preserve.  In addition, during the February 25, 2008 
field surveys, WSP observed one common yellow throat perched in willows in the wetlands adjacent to 
and to the southwest of the project site. 

Northern Harrier (Circus cyaneus) 

The northern harrier uses a variety of habitats ranging from sea level to alpine meadows.  The harrier 
frequents marshes, meadows, grasslands, and cultivated fields.  Northern harrier perches on the ground, 
on stumps, or posts.  The species nests on the ground, commonly near low shrubs, in tall weeds or reeds, 
sometimes in bogs or on top of low bushes above water.  Harriers also nest on knolls of high ground, on 
higher shrubby ground near water, or on dry marsh vegetation.  Occurrence of northern harrier in San 
Mateo County is uncommon in the fall, winter, and spring, and uncommon and restricted to a small 
portion of the county or to a few locations in the summer (Metropulos 2006).  Although the project site 
does not support suitable nesting habitat, the site does provide suitable foraging habitat.  Additionally, 
this species was observed foraging during surveys conducted in 2003 on the northern parcel (WRA 2003). 

White-Tailed Kite (Elanus leucurus) 

The white-tailed kite is a resident of coastal and valley grassland habitats throughout California and is 
often found in savanna, open woodland, marshes, partially cleared lands and cultivated fields, mostly in 
lowland situations.  Nests are located in trees, often near a marsh, usually 6-15 meters above the ground 
in branches near the top of a tree.  White-tailed kite is a common to uncommon yearlong resident of 
California (CDFG 2005).  Occurrence of this species in San Mateo County is uncommon (Metropulos 
2006).  Although the project site does not support suitable nesting habitat for this species, the site does 
support suitable foraging habitat.  Additionally, this species was observed during surveys conducted in 
2003 on the northern parcel (WRA 2003).  Suitable foraging and nesting habitat occurs along the drainage 
separating the project parcels and the parcels’ western boundary in and around Pillar Point Marsh 
(Brady/LSA 2002).  This species was observed perched and foraging over Pillar Point Marsh during 
surveys conducted in 2007 (CAJA). 

No nests have been reported on the project site in previous surveys or were observed during the field 
reconnaissance surveys by the applicant’s biologist. Pre-construction surveys would be necessary to 
confirm presence or absence of any nesting activity that could potentially occur on the site. 



San Mateo County  October 2009 

 
 

 

Big Wave Wellness Center and Office Park  IV.D. Biological Resources 
Draft Environmental Impact Report  Page IV.D-91 
 

It should be noted that there remains a potential for occasional use of the site vicinity by other bird 
species, including special-status species.  Species usage would be limited to occasional wintering activity 
by migratory bird species or possible occasional foraging activity by species for which essential breeding 
habitat is absent from the site.  Sharp-shinned hawk (Accipiter striatus) was observed flying over the site 
and a great blue heron (Ardea herodias) was observed on the southwestern portion of the project site 
during 2008 surveys (WSP). 

Jurisdictional Waters 

Preliminary wetland assessments were conducted on the northern parcel by WRA in 2001 and again in 
2003.88 An updated delineation was conducted on both subject parcels by WSP in 2008.  The WSP report 
provides a description of the site and information on regulatory background, summarizes methodology, 
and describes the results of the delineation.  Field surveys were conducted, and observed potential 
wetlands and water bodies were mapped, as shown in Figure IV.D-2. A subsequent addendum to the 
delineation was filed in March 2008. The 2008 WSP delineation was verified by the Corps in June 2008.   

Based on the 2008 delineation by WSP, a total of 0.45 acres of “other waters” (Type 3 waters of the U.S.) 
occur on the project site.  This includes Type 3 waters of the U.S. that occur in four regions across the 
project site.  An additional 0.29 acres (12,604 sq. ft.) of single-parameter (vegetation) wetlands 
conforming to the California Coastal Act Public Code occurs on the project site, for a total of 0.74 acres 
(32,180 sq. ft.) of California Coastal wetlands.   This additional acreage of one parameter wetlands is 
located in the western portion of the southwestern parcel and along the extreme western corner of the 
property.  Wetland delineation results are discussed in detail in the delineation report and addendum.89   

Local - County of San Mateo General Plan 

As detailed in the Regulatory Setting at the beginning of this section, the County’s General Plan defines 
certain goals and objectives, and general policies for protecting vegetative, water, fish and wildlife 
resources.  The County has adopted various ordinances that provide protection to natural resources within 
the County’s limits.  Consistent with the goals and policies of the CCA the County’s Local Coastal 
Program (LCP) provides protection of the coastal resources. 

                                                      

88  WRA,2001and 2003 Ibid. 
89    WSP, 2008a and 2008b Ibid. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS 

Thresholds of Significance 

Based on Appendix G of the CEQA Guidelines and the Regulatory Setting requirements, the proposed 
project would have a significant environmental impact if it would: 

a) have a substantial adverse effect, either directly or through habitat modifications, on any species 
identified as a candidate, sensitive, or special-status species in local or regional plans, policies, or 
regulations, or by the California Department of Fish and Game or the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service.  Those special-status species with the potential to occur within the project site are 
outlined in the Environmental Setting (Special-Status Species) discussion as well as in Tables 
IV.D-1 and IV.D-2 of this section. 

b) have a substantial adverse effect on any riparian habitat or other sensitive natural community 
identified in local or regional plans, policies, or regulations, or by the California Department of 
Fish and Game or the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service such as, northern coastal salt marsh, and 
riparian corridors, as identified in the Environmental Setting (Sensitive Natural Communities) 
discussion of this section; 

c) have a substantial adverse effect on federally-protected wetlands as defined by Section 404 of the 
Clean Water Act through direct removal, filling, hydrological interruption, or other means, which 
includes the estimated 0.74 acres of jurisdictional waters and wetlands delineated onsite.  Refer to 
the Regulatory Setting discussion for additional water requirements outlined in the Section 1602 
Lake and Streambed Alteration Agreement and the Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act; 

d) interfere substantially with the movement of any native resident or migratory fish or wildlife 
species or with established native resident or migratory wildlife corridors, or impede the use of 
native wildlife nursery site.  Refer to the Environmental Setting discussion for an outline of the 
wildlife species anticipated and known to occur within or in the vicinity of the site; 

e) conflict with any local policies or ordinances protecting biological resources, such as those 
outlined within the Regulatory Setting (Local) discussion of this section (i.e., San Mateo County 
General Plan Policies, and the San Mateo County Local Coastal Program Policies). 

f) conflict with the provisions of an adopted Habitat Conservation Plan, Natural Community 
Conservation Plan, or other approved local, regional, or state habitat conservation plan. 

As discussed in Section V.C (Impacts Found to be Less Than Significant) of this DEIR, potential impacts 
associated with Threshold (f) above were determined to have no impact because the project site and its 
vicinity are not located within an area covered by a Habitat Conservation Plan, Natural Community 
Conservation Plan, or other approved conservation plan.  Therefore, only Thresholds (a), (b), (c), (d), and 
(e) listed above are addressed in the following discussion. 
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Project Impacts and Mitigation Measures 

Impact BIO-1 Special-Status Species  

Special-Status Plant Species 

Proposed development would not directly affect any known occurrences of special-status plant species on 
the site.  Based on the extensive surveys conducted as part of the previous development application on the 
northern parcel (WRA), and again in 2008 as part of the current application on both parcels (WSP), there 
are no known special-status plant species known from the vicinity of proposed development on the site. 
Development on the site is limited to areas of continuous and ongoing agricultural activities.  In addition, 
no habitat for any of the special-status plant species with a potential to occur on the site exists on the 
project site.  Impacts would be less than significant.  

Special-Status Wildlife Species 

No direct impact or take of special-status species is expected as a result of the proposed project due to the 
lack of habitat suitable onsite to support those species with a potential to occur or known to occur in the 
project vicinity.  However, development on the project site has the potential to indirectly impact special-
status species such as western pond turtle, San Francisco garter snake and California red-legged frog due 
to the availability of suitable habitat in the immediate vicinity of the project as well as documented 
occurrences of the species in the project vicinity.  Therefore, impacts would be potentially significant.   

The following mitigation measures would reduce the potential impact described above to a less-than-
significant level:  

Mitigation Measure BIO-1a Special-Status Species 

A qualified biologist (hereafter, biological monitor), capable of monitoring projects with potential habitat 
for Western pond turtle (WPT), San Francisco garter snakes (SFGS), and California red-legged frogs 
(CRLF) shall be present at the site as follows: 

1. Prior to and within 3 days of installation of exclusion fencing (type to be determined through 
consultation with CDFG and USFWS), the monitor shall survey the location for the installation 
for the presence of WPT, SFGS and CRLF.  In addition, should any burrows be observed, the 
burrows shall be inspected by the biologist to determine if it is being used by any of the species.  
Should any of these species be observed, the area shall be vacated and re-inspected in one week.  
If no animal use is noted, the burrows shall be carefully excavated using a small trowel or shovel.  
Careful prodding using a blunt object will aid in determining the course of the tunnel such that 
the tunnel is excavated from the sides rather than the top, reducing the potential for any injury 
should an animal be present.  Excavated burrows with no WPT, CRLF or SFGS shall be left open 
so they cannot be re-occupied.  If any non-listed species are located, they shall be translocated 
outside of the construction zone.  Should any individual WPT, CRLF or SFGS be found during 
the field survey or excavation, the area where that individual has been found shall remain 
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undisturbed.  If any life stage of the WPT, SFGS or CRLF is found during these surveys or 
excavations, the Department of Fish and Game and the US Fish and Wildlife Service shall be 
contacted immediately, and activities that could result in take shall be postponed until appropriate 
actions are taken to allow project activities to continue.  

2. During installation of construction zone exclusion fencing, the biological monitor shall be present 
and will oversee the installation of all construction fencing.  The exclusionary fencing shall be 
installed on one parcel site first so that if any animals are within the construction zone, they will 
have the opportunity to move out of the area freely. 

Immediately following installation of exclusion fencing, the biological monitor shall survey the 
enclosed construction zone for the presence of WPT, SFGS and CRLF.  If any life stage of the 
SFGS or CRLF is found during these surveys, the Department of Fish and Game and the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service shall be contacted immediately, and activities that could result in take 
shall be postponed until appropriate actions are taken to allow project activities to continue. 

The biological monitor shall be present at all times during restoration area planting activities 
outside the construction zone and within the buffer area, to monitor for the presence of WPT, 
SFGS and CRLF.   

The biological monitor shall prepare a training document in both English and Spanish about the 
animals of concern, their identification, and the methods of avoidance and reporting requirements 
and procedures, should the species be observed.  The document shall provide photographs of the 
species and notification numbers for the monitor, the Department of Fish and Game, and the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service. The training document and contact information for the monitor shall 
be posted at the construction zone and maintained in the monitoring log. Every contractor, sub-
contractor and construction worker shall be provided a copy of the training document in advance 
of their respective construction activities and shall be required to adhere to its contents.   

A highly visible warning sign shall be installed along the project perimeter. The warning sign 
shall be in English and Spanish and shall state: “Stay Out - Habitat Area of Federally Protected 
Species.”  A document drop shall be attached to several warning signs and stocked with a supply 
of training documents.  

The biological monitor shall conduct weekly site visits when construction is occurring to verify 
that all construction zone exclusionary fencing is in place and functioning as intended.  Any 
repair or maintenance to the fencing deemed necessary by the biological monitor shall be 
completed under the monitor’s supervision. Such maintenance activities include adequate 
removal of vegetation at the construction fence line to ensure that vegetation “ladders” for species 
access are not allowed to establish.  

Once restoration activities are complete, the exclusion fencing shall be removed under the 
supervision of the biological monitor. Prior to the removal of the buffer area/restoration area 
fencing, permanent exclusionary measures shall be put in place to prevent special-status species 
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movement beyond the buffer areas.  Wildlife movement through the site shall be facilitated via a 
buffer zone on either side of the drainage that bisects the parcels. 

The general contractor shall assign a crew member that will be responsible for conducting site 
inspections, monitoring gate opening and closing, and assuring that other species protection 
measures are in place and being enforced when the Biological Monitor is not present.  The crew 
member shall adhere to the procedures contained in the training document and shall be able to 
contact the biological monitor should any violations be noted or listed species observed onsite.  

The biological monitor has the authority to halt all or some construction activities and or modify 
all or some construction methods as necessary to protect habitat and individual sensitive species. 
The monitor shall be responsible for contacting USFWS should any endangered or threatened 
species be observed within the construction zones. 

The biological monitor shall complete daily monitoring reports for each day present, to be 
maintained in a monitoring log-book kept onsite.  Reports must contain the date and time of work, 
weather conditions, biological monitor’s name, construction or project activity and progress 
performed that day, any listed species observed, any measures taken to repair and or maintain 
fencing, and any construction modifications required to protect habitat. The monitoring log-book 
with compiled reports shall be submitted to the Executive Director upon cessation of construction 
as part of a construction monitoring report. 

Bird Species 

The project site does not provide suitable nesting habitat for any of the special-status bird species with the 
potential to occur or known to occur in the vicinity of the project site.  Although the site currently 
provides some suitable foraging habitat, the proposed project proposes 32 acres of farming, 12 in row 
crop production in the immediate vicinity of the project site.  A 5-acre native plant nursery will also occur 
onsite as part of the project.  In addition, the project will provide 9 acres of riverine wetland and riparian 
ecosystem restoration.  The restored wetlands will extend both foraging and breeding habitat currently 
available in Pillar Point Marsh for project area special-status species as well as provide a wider, protected 
movement corridor through the site.  No special-status bird species will be substantially affected as a 
result of the proposed project. 

While no nests were observed on the site during the surveys conducted by the applicant’s biologist, there 
is a potential for new nests to be established prior to project implementation, or during later phases of 
construction.  Tree removal, vegetation clearing, or disturbance in the immediate vicinity of a nest in 
active use could result in abandonment of the nest or loss of eggs and young, which would be a violation 
of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act.  Preconstruction surveys would be necessary in advance of construction 
during the nesting season (March through August) to confirm presence or absence of any new nests.  This 
is considered a potentially significant impact. 
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The following mitigation measure would reduce the impact described above to a less-than-significant 
level:  

Mitigation Measure BIO-1b Special-Status Species 

Any active bird nests in the vicinity of proposed grading shall be avoided until young birds are able to 
leave the nest (i.e., fledged) and forage on their own.  Avoidance may be accomplished either by 
scheduling grading and tree removal during the non-nesting period (September through February), or if 
this is not feasible, by conducting a pre-construction nesting bird survey.  Provisions of the pre-
construction survey and nest avoidance, if necessary, shall include the following: 

If grading is scheduled during the active nesting period (March through August), a qualified wildlife 
biologist shall conduct a pre-construction nesting survey no more than 30 days prior to initiation of 
grading to provide confirmation on presence or absence of active nests in the vicinity.   

If active nests are encountered, species-specific measures shall be prepared by a qualified biologist in 
consultation with CDFG and implemented to prevent nest abandonment.  At a minimum, grading in 
the vicinity of the nest shall be deferred until the young birds have fledged.  A nest-setback zone shall 
be established via consultation with CDFG and USFWS, within which all construction-related 
disturbances shall be prohibited.  The perimeter of the nest-setback zone shall be fenced or 
adequately demarcated, and construction personnel restricted from the area. 

If permanent avoidance of the nest is not feasible, impacts shall be minimized by prohibiting 
disturbance within the nest-setback zone until a qualified biologist verifies that the birds have either 
a) not begun egg-laying and incubation, or b) that the juveniles from the nest are foraging 
independently and capable of independent survival at an earlier date.  A survey report by the qualified 
biologist verifying that the young have fledged shall be submitted to CDFG and USFWS prior to 
initiation of grading in the nest-setback zone. 

The following mitigation measures would reduce impacts to both special-status plant and wildlife species 
and their associated habitat to a less-than-significant level:   

Mitigation Measure BIO-1c Special-Status Species 

Proposed project construction activities will not result in impacts to project area wetlands and/or 
habitat for special-status species known to occur in the vicinity of the site. The applicant’s biologist 
has obtained a verified wetland delineation and has consulted with the regulatory agencies regarding 
special-status species.  The applicant shall continue to coordinate all project activities potentially 
regulated by State, Federal, and local agencies and shall obtain all necessary permits from CDFG, 
Corps, USFWS, and the RWQCB as required by federal and State law to avoid, minimize or offset 
impacts to any species listed under either the State or federal Endangered Species Acts or protected 
under any other State or federal law.   
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Evidence that the applicant has secured any required authorization from these agencies shall be 
submitted to San Mateo County prior to issuance of any grading or building permits for the project. 

Mitigation Measure BIO-1d Special-Status Species 

Sensitive and general habitat features outside the limits of approved grading and development shall be 
protected by identifying a construction and development boundary on all project plans and prohibiting 
construction equipment operation within this boundary.  The boundary shall be staked and flagged in 
the field with a highly visible color coded system and all construction and equipment operators shall 
be instructed to remain outside this no-disturbance boundary for the duration of construction.  This 
measure is in addition to the wildlife exclusion fencing described in Mitigation Measure Bio-1a and 
applies to the protection of all habitat features outside of the project limits.   

Impact BIO-2 Sensitive Natural Communities  

Proposed grading and development would not result in impacts to northern salt marsh scrub or riparian 
habitat on the site, both of which are considered sensitive natural community types.  There is no northern 
salt marsh scrub on or in the immediate vicinity of the project site.  Existing riparian habitat onsite will be 
protected by a buffer and will undergo habitat restoration to enhance the functional value of this sensitive 
habitat type.  Riparian habitat onsite occurs along the drainage that divides the project parcels.  Impacts 
would be less than significant.   

Impact BIO-3 Federally Protected Wetlands  

No direct impacts to wetlands will occur from the proposed project.  A 100-foot buffer required by the 
San Mateo County LCP is indicated on the site plan.  Under the proposed alternative, this buffer will be 
restored to a native riparian forest (WSP 2009).  In addition to the riparian area, a buffer has been 
established to protect wetlands in adjacent Pillar Point Marsh.  The project areas adjacent to the marsh are 
proposed for an additional wetland creation/restoration area.  Impacts would be less than significant.   

Impact BIO-4 Wildlife Movement and Habitat Connectivity 

Sensitive wildlife habitats are located south of the project site within the adjacent Pillar Point Marsh.  Due 
to the continuous and ongoing agricultural activities on the project site, special-status and common 
wildlife species movement across the site is limited.  The drainage that bisects the project parcels contains 
the only sensitive habitat onsite.  This area will be restored and protected by a 100-foot buffer on either 
side, enhancing its habitat value and availability for use as a protected movement corridor through the 
site.  No wildlife corridors or sensitive habitats will be affected as a result of the proposed project. 
Impacts would be less than significant. 

Mitigation Measure BIO-4a Wildlife Movement and Habitat Connectivity 

Measures recommended in Mitigation Measures BIO-1a through BIO-1d would serve to protect important 
natural habitat on the site for wildlife, avoid the potential loss of bird nests, and protect sensitive natural 
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areas. Although wildlife movement and habitat connectivity impacts were found to be less than 
significant, the following additional provisions shall be implemented to further protect wildlife habitat 
resources: 

Fencing that obstructs wildlife movement shall be restricted to building envelopes and wildlife 
exclusionary fencing along special-status species protection corridors and shall not be allowed 
elsewhere on the site.  Fencing that obstructs wildlife movement contains one or more of the 
following conditions:  lowest horizontal is within 1.5 feet of the ground OR highest horizontal is over 
6 feet OR top or bottom wire is barbed OR distance between top wires is less than 10 inches OR it 
combines with existing structures or fences, even on neighboring parcels, to create an obstacle to 
wildlife movement. 

Lighting shall be carefully designed and controlled to prevent unnecessary illumination of natural 
habitat on the site.  Lighting shall be restricted to building envelopes, at the minimum level necessary 
to illuminate roadways and other outdoor areas.  Lighting shall generally be kept low to the ground, 
directed downward, and shielded to prevent illumination into adjacent natural areas. 

Dogs and cats shall be confined to individual residences and the fenced portion of the building 
envelopes to minimize harassment and loss of wildlife. 

All garbage, recycling, and composting shall be kept in closed containers and latched or locked to 
prevent wildlife from using the waste as a food source.  

Impact BIO-5 Conformance with Local Policies and Ordinances   

In general the proposed project would conform to local policies and ordinances related to protection of 
vegetative, water, fish and wildlife resources. Mitigation measures proposed as part of the project or 
recommended as part of this DEIR would ensure sensitive resources are adequately protected or mitigated 
in compliance with the goals and objectives set forth in both the San Mateo County General Plan Policies 
and Local Coastal Program Policies, as detailed in the Regulatory Setting subsection of this DEIR section.  
In particular, the project goals include the protection of all project area sensitive habitats, vegetation 
resources, water resources, and fish and wildlife resources.  The project incorporates a restoration and 
enhancement plan that enhances onsite habitat in order to expand habitat to sensitive species that may 
inhabit Pillar Point Marsh.  The project designates buffers along the drainage and associated riparian 
corridor that bisects the property as well as from sensitive resources occurring on the adjacent Pillar Point 
Marsh property, and wetland resources on and offsite. The project does not propose any impacts to 
special-status species or their habitats and provides BMP’s to insure that these species will not be 
negatively impacted by project development.  

In summary, when completed, the project site will have enhanced existing habitat and created additional 
habitat for wildlife occurring in the project vicinity.  In addition, by providing a buffer along the riparian 
drainage onsite, the project provides a movement corridor for species potentially dispersing from Pillar 
Point Marsh and/or other habitats to the east of the project site. Therefore, project impacts would be less 
than significant.  
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CUMULATIVE IMPACTS 

The overall cumulative effect of development is dependent on the degree to which significant vegetation 
and wildlife resources are protected or mitigated as part of individual developments.  This includes 
preservation of areas of sensitive natural communities, protection of essential habitat for special-status 
plant and animal species, and avoidance of wetlands.  Further environmental review of any specific 
development proposals in the vicinity of the site should generally serve to ensure that important biological 
and wetland resources are identified, protected and properly managed, and should serve to prevent any 
significant adverse development-related impacts.  However, there may be significant impacts of an 
individual development cannot be fully mitigated and could contribute to significant cumulative impacts 
on biological and wetland resources as well.  

Cumulative development contributes to an incremental reduction in the amount and connectivity of 
existing natural communities and wildlife habitat.  Proposed development on the Big Wave Wellness 
Center and Office Park site would not result in the loss of any sensitive biological or wetland habitat. 
Measures recommended to mitigate potential impacts on sensitive natural resources would serve to 
address much of the project contribution to cumulative impacts.  Although conversion of agricultural 
production area to commercial development would diminish the existing wildlife foraging habitat onsite, 
creation of additional wetland nesting and foraging habitat in addition to agricultural foraging areas in the 
immediate vicinity of the site offsets the temporary loss of foraging habitat.  The proposed project does 
not contribute to significant cumulative impacts to area biological or wetland resources.  Therefore, 
cumulative impacts would be less than significant.   

LEVEL OF SIGNIFICANCE AFTER MITIGATION 

Potential impacts to special-status species, sensitive natural communities, wetlands, and wildlife habitat 
and movement opportunities would be less than significant with implementation of the above mitigation. 


