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United States Department of the Interior
Fish and \Vildlife Senice
Arizona Ecological SerYices Office
2321 West Royal Palm Road, Suite 103
Phoenix, Arizona 85021-495 l
Telephone: (602) 242-02 IO Fax: (602) 242-2513
In n:ply refer to:

AESO/SE
02EAAZ00-2015-I-0673
April 14, 2016

Leslie T. Rogers, Regional Administrator
Federal Transit Administration
Region IX
90 Seventh Street, Suite 15-300
San Francisco, California 94103-670 l

Dear Mr. Rogers:
Thank you for your March 3, 2016, request for informal consultation with the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service (FWS) pursuant to section 7 of the Endangered Species Act of 1973 (16 U.S .C.
1531 et seq.) as amended. We received your request and the Environmental and Biological
Assessment on March 7, 2016. This letter documents our review of the proposed South Central
Light Rail Extension Project located in central Phoenix, Maricopa County, Arizona. Your letter
concluded that the proposed project may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the
endangered southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax trai/lii extimus) and the endangered
Yuma clapper rail (Rallus longirostris yumanensis). We concur with your determinations and
provide our rationales below. You also concluded the proposed action would have no effect on
the threatened yellow-billed cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus occidentalis). Species with "no
effect" determinations do not require review from the FWS, and are not addressed further.

Description of the Proposed Action
A complete description of the proposed action is found in your January 2016, Environmental
Assessment and Biological Assessment. Valley Metro, in cooperation with the City of Phoenix,
and the Federal Transit Administration proposes a 5-mile long extension of the existing light rail
line along Central Avenue and 1st Avenue to its terminus at Baseline Road. Specifically, the
extension tracks would connect to 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. The track would continue south along Central and 1st 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.
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The proposed extension will require upgrades to the Central Avenue Bridge over the Salt River.
The Central Avenue Bridge would remain in place with the following activities proposed to
accommodate the light rail load:
•

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

•

Excavate an area around each of the nine bridge piers to access the bridge's foundation, then
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 pennanent acreage loss of jurisdictional waters
or wetlands would occur.

•

Construct a temporary access road for construction vehicles that will be adjacent (west side
of the bridge) to the entire bridge and within the Salt River channel and Rio Salado Habitat
Restoration. Construction of the temporary road will require fill-in, and the subsequent
restoration, of wetlands and water 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.

Construction in this area will result in 1.6 acres of temporary ground disturbance to riparian and
wetland areas within the Salt River channel adjacent to and underneath the bridge. Construction
is expected to occur over a period of six months, after which the temporary fill pads would be
removed and riparian vegetation would be reestablished in disturbed areas within the Salt River.
Temporary disturbance would also affect 0.6 acre of open water, which would be reclaimed and
restored to preconstruction conditions following completion of bridge construction. The
proposed project is anticipated to begin in May 2019 with the South Central Light Rail Extension
Project scheduled to begin operations in 2023.
The Federal Transit Administration and Valley Metro propose the following mitigation measures
to minimize project impacts on biological resources, including the southwestern willow
flycatcher and Yuma clapper rail:
•

The project would minimize disturbance to riparian vegetation by only removing vegetation
that would interfere with the proposed construction activities.

•

The limits of the work area in wetlands and other waters of the U.S. (WOTUS) shall be
clearly identified in the field 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.
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•

The project contractor shall not conduct any clearing, grubbing or tree/limb removal from
March 1 to August 31 unless a qualified 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 five days prior to removal as long as
only inactive bird nests, if any, are present. During the nonbreeding season (September l 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 WOTUS.

•

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.

DETERMINATION OF EFFECTS
Southwestern Willow Flycatcher
We concur with your determination that the proposed action may affect, but is not likely to
adversely affect the southwestern willow flycatcher for the following reasons:
•

No flycatcher nesting habitat occurs along the Salt River within the project area at the
Central Avenue Bridge and as a result, we do not anticipate adverse effects to flycatchers
from the proposed habitat removal. The footprint of the project and adjacent areas consist of
various riparian and non-riparian plants that do not have the width, density, or abundance of
vegetation preferred by nesting flycatchers. On both banks of the Salt River at the Central
Avenue Bridge, the habitat consists of one to two Goodding's willow trees in depth, with a
sparse to unvegetated understory. The short active floodplain, steep banks of five to six feet
in height, and upland terraces prevents the development of broad widths of vegetation that
nesting flycatchers prefer. Upstream and downstream of the bridge, the habitat is sparse with
large open areas of large cobble, gravel, and sand and more arid desert scrub plants that are
in contrast to the densely vegetated, wet, and moist soil areas preferred by nesting
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flycatchers. As a result of the lack of flycatcher habitat at the project area, we anticipate that
the removal of 0.07 acre of riparian and shrub vegetation will have an insignificant effect to
flycatchers.
•

Although no protocol-level surveys have occurred in the project area, the Audubon Society
has conducted informal surveys for birds in the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area and the
area is frequented by experienced birders on a regular basis. There have not been any
confirmed sightings of flycatchers in the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area. Because of
the lack of nesting habitat within the Salt River channel near the Central Avenue Bridge and
the subsequent lack of informal detections, we do not anticipate nesting flycatchers would be
present during implementation of the proposed action. Therefore, we do not anticipate any
direct effects to nesting flycatchers from the proposed action.

•

The project area could provide habitat for migrating southwestern willow flycatchers,
because of the long distances flycatchers travel and their use of riparian habitat of broad
quality. Because of the small amount of habitat being removed, the similar types of
vegetation available to migrants immediately upstream and downstream of the Central
Avenue Bridge, and the low likelihood that migrants would use the area during construction
(based upon negative detections), we expect that any disturbance or direct effects to migrant
flycatchers from removal of 0.07 acre of vegetation will be insignificant.

•

Mitigation measures such as reclaiming and restoring disturbed areas to preconstruction
conditions, implementation of a vegetation planting and habitat improvement plan, and
measures to control spills will minimize effects to riparian habitat that may be used by
migrant flycatchers.

Yuma Clapper Rail
We concur with your determination that the proposed action may affect, but is not likely to
adversely affect the Yuma clapper rail for the following reasons:
•

Marsh bird surveys from 2005 to 2014 along the Salt River from the Central Avenue Bridge
to 15th Avenue have been conducted each year and no Yuma clapper rails have been
detected in this area. Therefore we anticipate the proposed action would not affect nesting
clapper rails.

•

Although suitable habitat for the Yuma clapper rail exists immediately adjacent to the
Central Avenue Bridge, the quality of the habitat has been degraded from recreational trails,
human disturbances (e.g., trash and campfire rings), and traffic noise making the habitat
likely unsuitable for the clapper rail. We anticipate potential effects to clapper rails will be
discountable because individuals are unlikely to be present in the project area during
construction.

•

Retrofitting the existing Central Avenue Bridge would temporarily alter a 0.6 acre area of
open water habitat and an adjoining 0.09-acre area of emergent wetland. Mitigation
measures such as reclaiming and restoring disturbed areas to preconstruction conditions,
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implementation of a vegetation planting and habitat improvement, and measures to control
spills would help improve the Yuma clapper rail habitat in this area.
Certain project activities may also affect species protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act
(MBTA) of 1918, as amended (16 U.S.C. sec. 703-712) and/or bald and golden eagles protected
under the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act (Eagle Act). The MBTA prohibits the taking,
killing, possession, transportation, and importation of migratory birds, their eggs, parts, and
nests, except when authorized by the FWS. The Eagle Act prohibits anyone, without a FWS
permit, from taking (including disturbing) eagles, and including their parts, nests, or eggs. If you
think migratory birds and/or eagles will be affected by this project, we recommend seeking our
Technical Assistance to identify available conservation measures that you may be able to
incorporate into your project.
For more information regarding the MBTA and Eagle Act, please visit the following websites.
More information on the MBTA and available permits can be retrieved from
http://www.fws.gov/migratorybirds and http://www.fws.gov/migratorybirds/mbpermits.html.
For information on protections for bald eagles, please refer to the FWS's National Bald Eagle
Management Guidelines (72 FR 31156) and regulatory definition of the term "disturb 11 (72 FR
31132) published in the Federal Register on June 5, 2007
(http://www.fws.gov/southwest/es/arizona/BaldEagle.htm), as well at the Conservation
Assessment and Strategy for the Bald Eagle in Arizona (SWBEMC.org).
Thank you for your efforts to conserve threatened and endangered species. If project plans
change or information on the abundance or distribution of species changes, this determination
may need to be reconsidered. In future correspondence on this project, please refer to
consultation number 22410-2015-1-0673. We encourage you to coordinate review of the
proposed action with the Arizona Game and Fish Department. Should you require further
assistance or if you have any questions, please contact Kathy Robertson (x232) or Mike Martinez
(x224}.
Sincerely,

_k
/

Steven L. Spangle
Field Supervisor

cc: (electronic)
Environmental Program Manager, Valley Metro, Phoenix, AZ (Attn: Robert Forrest}
Chief, Habitat Branch, Arizona Game and Fish Department, Phoenix, AZ
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