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Comprehensive Conservation Plans provide long-term guidance for management decisions 
and set forth goals, objectives, and strategies needed to accomplish refuge purposes and 
identify the Service’s best estimate of future needs.  These plans detail program planning 
levels that are sometimes substantially above current budget allocations and, as such, are 
primarily for Service strategic planning and program prioritization purposes.  The plans do 
not constitute a commitment for staffing increases, operational and maintenance increases, 
or funding for future land acquisition.  
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1.1 Comment Noted. 
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2.1 The need to consult with NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service 
under the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and 
Management Act during the preparation of final engineering/ 
restoration plans for the restoration of the salt ponds has been 
added to Section 1.4 of the Final CCP/EIS and a discussion of 
Essential Fish Habitat has been added to Section 3.4.5.3.   
 

2.2 The specific locations, configurations, and sizes of the seabird 
nesting enhancements to be implemented under the preferred 
alternative would be determined during subsequent detailed 
engineering and restoration planning.  The location of these 
enhancements would be selected based on an evaluation of the 
optimal habitat value for both fish and the affected bird species.  
This evaluation will consider input provided by Refuge biologists, 
other programs in the USFWS including Migratory Birds and 
Ecological Services, NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service, 
California Department of Fish and Game, and the public. 

 
2.3 As described in Response 2.2, specifics regarding the design of the 

areas to be restored under the preferred alternative would be 
determined during subsequent detailed restoration planning.  At this 
time, restoration is intended to include a mix of habitat types, 
including tidal channels, unvegetated mudflats, cordgrass and 
pickleweed-dominated salt marsh, and new seabird nesting areas.  
Because one of the objectives of the restoration proposal is to 
restore habitat essential to the conservation and recovery of the 
light-footed clapper rails in San Diego Bay, greater emphasis may be 
placed on restoring cordgrass-dominated salt marsh habitat in some 
portions of the South San Diego Bay Unit. 
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3.1 A discussion of surrounding military lands and known training 
operations occurring in the vicinity of the Refuge has been added to 
the Final CCP/EIS as Section 3.6.1.5.  The CCP proposes no 
resource management activities for the in-water areas of the Refuge 
located adjacent to and north of Emory Cove that could adversely 
affect authorized Naval training activities.  This conclusion has been 
added to Section 4.7.1 of the Final CCP/EIS. 

 
3.2 With the exception of the northwest corner of Pond 11, no 

management recommendations are included within the CCP that 
would affect the Naval Radio Receiving Facility, Naval Base 
Coronado (NRRF).  In addition, the CCP does not address, nor does 
it include any management recommendations relevant to the 
Stewardship Project.   The need for coordination with the Navy prior 
to making any changes to Pond 11 has been added to Section 1.4 
(Required Permits and Approvals) and Section 2.3.2.3 of the Final 
CCP/EIS.  Various figures have also been revised to depict Navy 
ownership in Pond 11 and indicate the need to coordinate with the 
Navy during step-down planning for Pond 11. 

 
3.3 The potential effects of the proposed management actions for the 

San Diego Bay NWR on the endangered species supported on Navy 
lands are addressed in Section 4.7 of the Final CCP/EIS. 

 
3.4 We do not agree that restoration of a portion of the D Street Fill to 

tidally influenced habitat would reduce the productivity of the D 
Street Fill for least terns or western snowy plovers.  This conclusion 
is based on current and historic nesting activity on the D Street Fill 
and the proposed management actions that would be implemented 
under the preferred alternative.  Nesting observations at the D 
Street Fill from 1998 to present indicate that California least terns 
and western snowy plovers are not nesting within the area proposed 
for tidal restoration.  The majority of nesting occurs at the western 
end of the D Street Fill, although some nesting also occurs along the 
northeastern portion of the Fill (refer to Figure 3-13 in the Final 
CCP/EIS).   
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This preference for the western portion of the site may relate to 
substrate conditions, proximity to human and mammalian activity, 
effects of night lighting from adjacent development, and/or distance 
to appropriate foraging areas.  
 
Under Alternative C, approximately 33 acres of the D Street Fill 
would be preserved and enhanced to support tern and plover nesting 
and 13 acres at the south eastern end would be restored to intertidal 
habitat.  As stated in the draft CCP/EIS, based on past and current 
nesting activity at the D Street Fill, this proposal is not expected to 
have any significant adverse effects on terns or plovers; rather it is 
intended to improve nesting success for both species.  This is 
supported by the plan objective for least terns and snowy plovers 
(Objective 2.1) that is included in Section 2.2.5.2 of the Final 
CCP/EIS.  This objective envisions increased productivity for both 
species.  Strategies proposed to achieve this objective include 
enhancing the existing nesting substrate where necessary, providing 
additional fencing, removing shrubs and other vegetation as 
appropriate, and improving access to adjacent foraging areas.  
Further, an increase in intertidal areas around this nesting site 
would provide additional proximal foraging habitat for both species. 

 
3.5 The management actions included under Alternative D for the South 

San Diego Bay Unit are intended to conserve and where feasible 
improve the ecological conditions for a wide variety of species, 
allowing for the dynamics of the ecosystem to be maintained in a 
natural and environmentally healthy state.  Expanding the nesting 
habitat within the salt works is directed primarily at improving 
conditions for nesting least terns and snowy plovers, although all of 
the ground nesting birds supported within this area would derive 
benefits from this action.  Currently, least terns and snowy plovers 
nest on marginal habitat near the salt plant rather than on the larger 
more remote levees.  We believe this is due in large part to 
competition with other ground nesting birds for nesting space.  By 
expanding the area available for nesting, we believe crowding would 
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be reduced and the number of least tern and plover nests would 
increase.   
 
Predation of the least tern and snowy plover chicks by gull-billed 
terns is a management issue that extends beyond the control of this 
Refuge.  The fact that species conflicts exist within the limited 
suitable nesting habitats that remain in and around San Diego Bay 
should not result in a call to avoid habitat enhancement and/or 
restoration.  Our challenge is to provide a mix of viable habitats that 
can be used by as broad a range of native and special status avifauna 
as possible.  The Service, through the Migratory Birds Program, will 
continue to monitor the interactions of gull-billed terns, California 
least terns, and western snowy plovers and develop, as appropriate, 
measures intended to support the conservation of all three of these 
species.      

 
3.6 A meeting to address the Navy’s comments was held on March 29, 

2006.  
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3.7 We understand that the Navy SEALS transit through the boat 
channel north of Emory Cove and use Emory Cove to access Navy 
lands and established training areas at NRRF.  A portion of these 
submerged lands are leased to the Service by the State Lands 
Commission as part of the South San Diego Bay Unit.  No 
management actions are proposed for the Refuge on submerged 
lands north of and adjacent to Emory Cove that would restrict Navy 
access to NRRF or their ability to train at NRRF.  Since these 
submerged lands are not under the primary jurisdiction of the 
Service, Refuge compatibility determinations for uses within these 
leased areas are not needed. 

 
3.8 With respect to the NRRF, refer to Response 3.2 above.  During 

step-down restoration planning for Pond 11, we will coordinate with 
the Navy to determine what if any changes in pond elevation would 
be appropriate in this location.  The preferred alternative does not 
include a proposal to permit public access across Navy property.     

 
3.9 Alternative B for the Sweetwater Marsh Unit is intended to expand 

the management activities occurring on the D Street Fill to support 
nesting terns and plovers.  No conversion of upland habitat to 
intertidal habitat is proposed.  Change in landform would be limited 
to recontouring the southern edge of the Fill, as indicated in light 
orange on Figure 2-3, to improve plover chick access to intertidal 
foraging areas.  This proposal is intended to increase fledging 
success for western snowy plovers at the D Street Fill. 

 
The effects of implementing Alternative C for the Sweetwater 
Marsh Unit are addressed in Response 3.4 above. 
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3.10 Data describing the historic and current use of the D Street Fill by 
California least terns and western snowy plovers is provided in 
Section 3.4.6, however, for clarity, this data has been incorporated 
into a new figure, Figure 3-13, and added to Section 3.4.6 of the Final 
CCP/EIS under the discussion of California least terns and western 
snowy plovers.  References to this figure have also been added to 
Section 3.4.4.1 (Breeding Birds, Nesting Seabirds).  Under  
Alternative C, the D Street Fill would be reshaped to support 
nesting birds as well as provide additional foraging habitat for 
plovers and other shorebirds.  Approximately 33 acres of the D 
Street Fill would be preserved and enhanced for tern and plover 
nesting and 13 acres would be designated for intertidal restoration.  
As stated in the draft CCP/EIS, based on past and current nesting 
use of the D Street, this proposal would not result in any significant 
adverse effects to ground nesting birds; rather it is intended to 
improve nesting success for plovers and terns. 

 
3.11 The conversion of upland habitat to intertidal wetlands is not 

expected to result in significant adverse effects to nesting terns at 
this site and effects to tern nesting numbers bay wide would be 
neutral or positive.  Although some upland habitat would be 
converted to intertidal wetlands, this increase in intertidal habitat 
would provide additional proximal foraging areas for snowy plover 
chicks and adults and California least tern adults and fledglings.  
Further, the preferred alternative includes a proposal to provide 
new nesting habitat within the salt works, which would offset any 
perceived loss of potential nesting habitat at the D Street Fill. 

 
3.12 Refer to Responses 3.4 and 3.5 above. 
 
3.13 In both Sections 2.2.1.2 and 2.1.2.2 of the draft CCP/EIS, the No 

Action alternative is described as follows:  “This alternative assumes 
no change to past and present management activities . . .” 
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3.14 The Summary provides an overview of the topics addressed in the 

draft CCP/EIS.  Past and present management activities are 
summarized for both the Sweetwater Marsh and South San Diego 
Bay Units on pages S-17 and S-19 respectively.  Details regarding 
management of federally listed species are provided in Sections 
2.2.1.1, 2.2.2.1, 2.3.1.1, and 2.3.2.1 of the draft CCP/EIS.  

 
3.15 As stated on the inside cover of both the Summary and draft 

CCP/EIS Volume I, “These plans are sometimes substantially above 
current budget allocations and, as such, are primarily for Service 
strategic planning and program prioritization purposes.  The plans 
do not constitute a commitment for staffing increases, operational 
and maintenance increases, or funding for future land acquisition.”  
The CCP is intended to provide a vision of how the Refuge should be 
managed in the future, whether or not funding is currently available.  
Appendix D (CCP Implementation), which has been revised to 
better define existing allocations and future needs, prioritizes 
proposed actions and provides estimated costs and staffing needs to 
implement each action.  Potential funding sources for implementing 
one or more of the proposed actions is also addressed.  
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3.16 The Summary document for the Final CCP/EIS identifies the 

preferred alternatives for each Refuge Unit. 
 
3.17 Refer to Response 3.15 above. 
 
3.18 Figures 1 and 1-2 are intended to inform the reader of the general 

location of the Refuge, not to describe surrounding land uses; 
therefore, it is not necessary to add information regarding 
surrounding military lands to these figures.  The name of Naval Air 
Station North Island has been corrected in the Final CCP/EIS.  In 
addition, those military lands that support endangered species 
nesting are now depicted on revised Figure 3-15 and Naval 
Amphibious Base Coronado has been added to Figures 3-1 and 3-22 
of the Final CCP/EIS.  A new figure, Figure 3-23, has been added to 
Section 3.6.1.5 of the Final CCP/EIS that depicts the location of 
those military lands occurring in proximity to the Refuge. 

 
3.19 Refer to Response 3.18 above.  All graphics in the Final CCP/EIS 

that include a reference to the NRRF have been corrected.  The fact 
that the Silver Strand State Beach is leased to the State by the Navy 
is acknowledged in new Section 3.6.1.5 of the Final CCP/EIS. 

 
3.20 Section 1.4 of the Final CCP/EIS has been revised accordingly. 
 
3.21 Details related to known and suspected contaminants on the 

Sweetwater Marsh Unit are described in Section 2.2.5.2 (Goal 3, 
Objective 3.1) and Section 3.3.8 of the draft CCP/EIS. 

 
3.22 The implementation of conservation actions to address population 

declines, naturally small ranges or population sizes, threats to 
habitats, or other factors are not reserved solely for listed species.   
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Not only is the conservation of avian diversity in North America a 
primary goal of the Service, but the 1988 amendment to the Fish and 
Wildlife Conservation Act mandates the Service to “identify species, 
subspecies, and populations of all migratory nongame birds that, 
without additional conservation actions, are likely to become 
candidates for listing under the Endangered Species Act of 1973.”  
The report, Birds of Conservation Concern 2002, was prepared to 
carry out this mandate.  The overall goal of the report is to identify 
bird species, such as the gull-billed tern, that are of conservation 
concern so as to stimulate coordinated and proactive conservation 
actions among Federal, State, and private partners (USFWS 2002). 
 
The statement in the fourth bullet on Page S-10 is just one of a 
number of issues raised during the CCP scoping process.  The 
purpose of presenting these issues, which were identified by the 
public, affected agencies, and the planning team, is to present the 
types of issues that were considered during the development of 
management alternatives.  A more complete discussion of this issue 
is presented in Section 1.10.2, Issue 4 of the draft CCP/EIS, where it 
is stated that the gull-billed tern is not a federally listed species.  
This section also addresses the concern that gull-billed terns prey on 
the chicks of California least terns and western snowy plovers. 

 
3.23 This citation has been added to Section 3.4.2.1.   
 
3.24 Figures 3-8 and 3-9 have been updated to include the 2004 data. 
 
3.25 The proximity of Navy land to the Refuge is addressed in paragraph 

3 of Page 1.1.  Refer also to Response 3.1 above. 
 
3.26 Refer to Response 3.8 above.  
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3.27 Refer to Response 3.8 above. 
 
3.28 Figure 1-6 has been revised.  Refer also to Response 3.19. 
 
3.29 The text regarding fixed wing and rotary wing aircraft has been 

corrected.  The statement on page 3-29 regarding noise does not 
state that the military is the primary contributor of noise; it states 
that fixed wing and rotary wing aircraft generate the most 
significant noise in the vicinity of the Refuge.  This statement is 
based on personal communication with Refuge staff whose office is 
located on the Sweetwater Marsh Unit. 

 
3.30 A discussion of INRMPs has been included in Section 3.6.1.5. 
 
3.31 The California Least Tern Recovery Plan, approved in April 1980, is 

the official recovery plan for this species.  Additional information 
regarding the least tern has been collected and the Service intends 
to revise the plan in the future.  However, until the plan is revised, 
the 1980 plan is the appropriate reference for issues related to the 
recovery of this species.  The goal to support recovery and 
protection efforts for the least tern is supported not only by the 
objectives and rationale presented in the recovery plan, but also by 
the purposes for which the Refuge was established.  Additionally, 
the specific strategies for expanding and/or enhancing nesting and 
foraging habitat for the least tern within the San Diego Bay NWR, 
as described in the draft CCP/EIS, are based on recommendations 
provided in the 1980 recovery plan.  Please note that Objective 2.1 
for the Sweetwater Marsh Unit and Objective 2.1 for the South San 
Diego Bay Unit have been revised in the Final CCP/EIS to more 
accurately describe the intended outcomes of the strategies 
proposed within the CCP. 

 
3.32 The text has been revised accordingly. 
 
3.33 Figure 3-13, which is now Figure 3-15, has been revised in response 

to this and other comments.   
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3.34 Pair data is derived by balancing several different techniques 
depending on the site and number and species mix of birds present.  
For small populations or communities, it may suffice to actually 
count each individual bird.  For larger populations or communities, 
an approximate estimate is made of the flock each monitoring date.  
Total nests versus active nest numbers on a particular date are 
compared throughout the season.  The minimum total pair number 
may be derived from the maximum total of active nests on a given 
date in the season.  However, this may be an underestimate because 
nest initiation dates may vary due to renesting by pairs with failed 
nests, late arrival by so-called second wave birds (in the case of least 
terns), or other factors such as abandonment of proximal colonies 
leading to immigration into the site being monitored.  This also 
varies considerably species to species.  For instance, elegant terns 
are highly synchronous and have limited renesting.  Black Skimmers 
on the other hand are much less synchronous in their nest initiation 
leading to a wide variety of age classes being present at a given time 
later in the season.   

 
3.35 The text has been revised accordingly. 
 
3.36 The text has been revised accordingly. 
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3.37 Nesting attempts and number of nests in this case are different 
terms for the same number.  To avoid confusion, the figure has been 
revised to use the term number of nests.  Because snowy plovers 
have multiple nests within a given breeding season and not all adult 
plovers have been banded, it is not possible to obtain an accurate 
count of the number of breeding pairs simply by observation.  Powell 
et al. (2001) describes the calculations used to estimate breeding 
populations based on the number of nests observed in the field.  

 

3.38 The text has been revised to indicate that gull-billed terns are 
preying on least tern and snowy plover chicks and eggs within 
various nesting sites in and around San Diego Bay, including sites 
managed by the Navy.  The summaries available to the Service that 
describe the results of endangered species monitoring conducted on 
Navy lands around San Diego Bay acknowledge that gull-billed terns 
have been observed preying on least terns and snowy plovers.  
However, the full extent of gull-billed tern predation on these 
species cannot be quantified because data regarding the numbers of 
eggs and chicks lost to gull-billed terns is not provided in these 
summary reports. 

 

3.39 Mention of the Silver Strand Training Complex EIS has been 
included in Section 3.6.1.5 of the Final CCP/EIS.  Refer also to 
Responses 3.1 and 3.30 above. 

 

3.40 The text has been revised accordingly. 
 
3.41 The results of on-going monitoring of gull-billed terns and the effects 

of gull-billed tern predation on listed species will be used by the 
Service, primarily the Migratory Birds Program, to determine how 
best to manage this species to protect its population numbers, as 
well as those of the California least tern and western snowy plover.  
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The Migratory Birds Program has determined that control of gull-
billed terns on this Refuge or elsewhere throughout its limited range 
will not be authorized.  As a result, control of this species is outside 
the authority of the Refuge Manager.  An alternative that includes 
control of this species would not be considered feasible; therefore, 
the “no control” option discussed in the predator management plan 
does not address issues related to the control of gull-billed terns.  

 
3.42 Improving seabird nesting at the salt works would be designed with 

the intent of having negligible adverse effects on the western snowy 
plover and California least tern.  Plovers tend to utilize different 
microhabitats and with the exception of gull-billed tern predation 
pressures on newly hatched plover chicks, generally do not face 
conflicts with seabirds except in the case of needing space for 
nesting.  The nesting habitat at the salt works is also not as 
attractive to plovers for nesting as are the beach and dune habitats 
located nearby.  

 
In the last few seasons, the tendency has been for plover fledglings 
to only be observed after the gull-billed terns have abandoned the 
site for the season.  This is occurring at current population levels for 
all three species.  The Service acknowledges that an increase in gull-
billed tern nesting numbers may influence productivity for both the 
western snowy plover and the California least tern at any site within 
San Diego Bay and the Tijuana Estuary wetland complex.   Also 
refer to Section 3.12. 

 
3.43 Comment noted. 
 
3.44 Mention of the NBC INRMP, NBSD INRMP, and Silver Strand 

Training Complex project have been added to Section 3.6.1.5 of the 
Final CCP/EIS. 
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3.45 The discussion of impacts to listed species on adjacent properties has 
been expanded in Section 4.9.2.2 of the Final CCP/EIS. 

 
3.46 Mention of the Navy and Port’s involvement in the San Diego Bay 

INRMP has been added to Section 5.2.1.7 of the Final CCP/EIS. 
 
3.47 Approval of the Predator Management Plan, Appendix M, will occur 

as part of the approval of the Final CCP and will become effective 
following the issuance of the Record of Decision for this project.  The 
final version of the plan has been dated and reference to the Navy’s 
management activities on NRRF has been added to Section IV.  

 
3.48 Comment noted. 
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4.1  Comment noted. 
 
 
 
 
 
4.2 Although portions of the salt works in its current configuration 

provide habitat to support a variety of avian species, the phased 
restoration of the salt works would provide benefits to a greater 
range of species, including avian, fish, invertebrate, and wetland 
plant species. 
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4.3 We concur.  The CCP provides the vision and the directions for 
achieving that vision, considering the various proposals at the 
programmatic level.  The CCP process is followed by “step-down 
planning” during which time additional studies, as described in the 
draft CCP/EIS, would be conducted and detailed restoration plans 
would be prepared.  This subsequent detailed restoration planning 
would be conducted in an open process similar to that used to 
develop the CCP.  Once a final restoration plan is approved, 
restoration would be implemented in phases incorporating pre- and 
post-restoration monitoring and adaptive management (refer to 
revised Appendix D in the Final CCP/EIS). 

 
4.4 The contribution of the salt works to the Refuge and the South Bay 

are acknowledge in the draft CCP/EIS and have been considered in 
developing the preferred alternative. 

 
4.5 Comment noted. 
 
4.6 A briefing was held prior to issuance of the Final CCP/EIS. 
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5.1 Comment noted. 
 
5.2 The goals and objectives proposed for the San Diego Bay NWR 

address the need to manage the Refuge for the array of fish, wildlife, 
and habitat resources found on the Refuge and within the overall bay 
ecosystem.  Consistent with the purposes for which the Refuge was 
established, a number of the objectives and associated management 
actions  included within the preferred alternatives for the 
Sweetwater Marsh and South San Diego Bay Units focus on 
conserving  the Refuge’s listed species, including  the California least 
tern, light-footed clapper rail, California brown pelican, western 
snowy plover, and salt marsh bird’s beak.  Other goals and objectives 
address the need to provide high quality habitat for the various 
seabirds, shorebirds, and waterfowl species supported on the Refuge 
and to improve habitat quality for native plants, fish, invertebrates, 
and other wildlife. 

 
The Service appreciates the Department’s continued interest in this 
planning effort and looks forward to your participation in the 
detailed restoration planning for this Refuge. 
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6.1 Comments noted. 
 
6.2 The benefits to birds that are provided by the salt ponds are 

addressed in detail in Sections 3.4.1.3 and 3.4.4.1 of the draft 
CCP/EIS.  References to these sections have been added to Section 
3.4.2.1 (Solar Salt Evaporation Ponds) of the Final CCP/EIS to 
ensure a complete understanding of the current value of the salt 
ponds to avian species.     

 
Detailed analysis of the potential effects, both adverse and 
beneficial, to fish, benthic invertebrates, habitat quality, and avian 
species that could result from converting some or all of the salt 
ponds to intertidal habitat is provided in Sections 4.3 and 4.4 of the 
draft CCP/EIS.   
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6.3 The description of the preferred alternative has been expanded in 
the Final CCP/EIS in both Chapter 2 and Appendix D (CCP 
Implementation) to include a more detailed discussion of how the 
Refuge would be managed under this alternative, as well as how 
restoration could be phased to incorporate monitoring and adaptive 
management into the final project design.  In addition, details 
regarding the types of studies and/or analyses that would be 
completed in association with subsequent detailed restoration 
planning have been added to Appendix D.   

 
6.4 As stated in the draft CCP/EIS, the salt ponds provide important 

nesting and foraging habitat for a variety of avian species, but 
habitat quality for fish, benthic invertebrates, and subtidal and 
intertidal vegetation is poor to nonexistent.  The intent of 
Alternative D is to maximize opportunities for habitat restoration 
within the Refuge, while maintaining those aspects of the existing 
salt pond system that support nesting seabirds and other migratory 
birds.  The value of any future mitigation credits that might be 
available to the Airport Authority and/or the Unified Port of San 
Diego would be determined by the appropriate agencies in 
accordance with the terms of the Cooperative Agreement.  

 
6.5 As stated previously in your letter, the salt ponds in their current 

state provide habitat value for a variety of bird species.  The 
conversion of these ponds to intertidal habitat and managed water 
areas would continue to provide habitat value for birds, while also 
providing habitat value for fish and benthic invertebrates.  
Development of the lands adjacent to these ponds would be subject 
to the same regulations (the Federal and State Endangered Species 
Act, California Coastal Act, MSCP, Clean Water Act, Rivers and 
Harbors Act, and others as applicable) under either scenario. 
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6.6 Comment noted.  Although buffers may be required to address 
existing conditions and regulations, as presented in Response 6.5, no 
buffer would be required simply by virtue of the existence of a 
National Wildlife Refuge adjacent to the property. 

 
6.7 Refer to Response 6.5. 
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7.1 The San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex will continue to 

inform the Port of all management actions that could have an impact 
on Port developments and land uses on tidelands. 
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8.1 The requested change has been made.  Note that page 4-117 of the 

draft CCP/EIS acknowledges the need to maintain access to the 
public utilities in the vicinity of the Refuge.  The San Diego National 
Wildlife Refuge Complex will coordinate all restoration efforts that 
might affect City utility operations, maintenance, and/or access with 
the Metropolitan Wastewater Department or other appropriate 
departments. 
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9.1 The San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex appreciates the 

opportunity to coordinate with SANDAG’s Bayshore Bikeway 
Working Group on our public use proposals for the south end of the 
bay.  The pedestrian pathway proposed for the southwestern edge of 
the Refuge is expected to benefit both Refuge visitors and those 
traveling along the Bayshore Bikeway. 
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9.2 The San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex continues to work 

with representatives from both the City and County of San Diego to 
identify an alignment for the Otay Valley Regional Trail that will 
protect Refuge resources and also meet the needs of future trail 
users. 

 
9.3 The Service looks forward to working with the County to 

accommodate such opportunities for wildlife observation. 
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10.1 We appreciate the County’s interest in this project and concur that 

the resources in the south bay both within the salt works and in the 
adjacent natural areas provide important foraging, nesting, and 
roosting habitat for a diverse array of avian species. 
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10.2 This information is presented in Section 3.4.4.1 (Breeding Birds) on 
pages 3-62 and 3-63 of the draft CCP/EIS. 

 
 
10.3 Page 3-64 of the draft CCP/EIS addresses the use of the salt works 

by nesting double-crested cormorants and the significance of the 
western snowy plover population within the Refuge is described 
throughout the document (e.g., Section 2.3.5.2, Section 3.4.1.3, and 
Section 3.4.6.1 under Federally-Listed Species).  With respect to 
avocets and stilts, the text on page 3-64 of the draft CCP/EIS states, 
“In fact, the only recent nesting of these two species [American 
avocet and black-necked stilt] in San Diego Bay has been within the 
salt works (Patton 2004).”  The use of the salt pond levees for 
nesting by Caspian terns, Royal terns, and black skimmers is 
discussed on pages 3-62 and 3-63 of the draft CCP/EIS and this 
discussion has been expanded in the Final CCP/EIS.   These pages 
also contain a discussion of the significance of this nesting site for 
the elegant tern.  Please note that the Final CCP/EIS has been 
updated to include additional information regarding the size of the 
elegant tern nesting colony over the past few years.  A discussion of 
Forester’s tern nesting on the salt pond levees is provided on page 3-
62 of the draft CCP/EIS and statements that describe the 
significance of this nesting site for the gull-billed tern are provided 
on page 3-63.  Finally, the significance of the California least tern 
within the Refuge is described throughout the text of the draft 
CCP/EIS, including the discussion of the history of refuge 
establishment, within the Refuge goals and objectives, and in Section 
3.4.6.1 (Federally-Listed Species).  Additional information about 
historic and current use of the pond levees for nesting by this species 
is provided on page 3-62 of the draft CCP/EIS. 
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10.4 The natural breeding habitats for the ground nesting seabirds that 
nest on the levees of the salt works include salt marshes, sandy 
beaches, and barrier islands.  Although these habitats were plentiful 
in coastal San Diego County in the past, the vast majority of these 
areas has either been lost to urban and recreational development or 
now experiences significant levels of disturbance.  With the ranges of 
several of these seabirds expanding northward over the past few 
decades and the historic breeding grounds of others now gone, these 
species have had to adapt to landforms that resemble in some way 
their preferred native habitats.  Based on observations presented in 
the scientific literature and our own professional experience, we 
believe that the qualities which attract these birds to the salt pond 
levees include limited human disturbance, the isolated nature of the 
levees, the availability of extensive areas of exposed or lightly 
vegetated open ground, and unrestricted visual access from the 
levees into the surrounding area.  We do not agree that these levees 
provide safety from terrestrial predators, that they attract these 
seabirds because of the availability of brine invertebrates, or that 
these birds would not be present here if the levees were surrounded 
by intertidal habitat instead of open water.  The levees are not 
islands and unfortunately do not provide protection from mammalian 
predators.  Predation is a serious management concern at the salt 
works requiring the identification of funding annually to support a 
predator control program during the nesting season.  As stated in 
the San Diego Bird Atlas “the intrusion of terrestrial predators is a 
constant problem for all the water birds nesting there” (Unitt 2004).    

 
Although current brine invertebrate populations are important prey 
for some avian species that nest at the salt works (i.e., western 
snowy plover, Belding savannah sparrow, black-necked stilt,  
American avocet), these organisms do not represent an essential 
foraging item for the seabirds that nest on the levees.   
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With respect to adjacency to open water, there is not enough 
information available to support or reject the idea that seabird 
nesting at the salt works is solely dependent upon the presence of 
open water along the levees.  Many of the seabird species that nest 
at the salt works have been observed nesting in locations that are not 
surrounded by open water (refer to Section 4.4.2.3.1 of the draft 
CCP/EIS). 

 
10.5 The salt works replaced the native habitat that once existed in this 

area, and although it provides nesting, roosting, and foraging 
opportunities for a variety of avian species, we do not concur that 
this artificial habitat provides better habitat quality for the majority 
of the species present in this area than would be provided by a 
natural intertidal environment.   

 
The Service also disagrees with the statement that the CCP would 
“destroy this successful functioning environment by replacing it with 
one that will undoubtedly displace the majority of the breeding 
birds.”  Implementation of Alternative D is intended to maximize 
opportunities for habitat restoration, while also maintaining, and in 
some cases enhancing, those aspects of the existing salt pond system 
that support nesting seabirds and other migratory birds.  In 
preparing the CCP, the Service analyzed and considered the data 
available regarding the diversity and abundance of avian species 
observed in the salt ponds.  The draft CCP/EIS acknowledges that 
some changes in species composition and abundance could occur as a 
result of restoration.  Based on further analysis and our best 
professional judgment, we do not believe that these changes would 
be of a sufficient scale to result in significant adverse effects to any 
avian species, including the site’s ground nesting seabird 
populations.  To understand how restoration could influence avian 
species composition and abundance, pre and post-restoration 
monitoring would be implemented in association with future 
restoration. 
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10.6 Activities proposed within coastal wetlands, whether they are 

included within a designated conservation area or not, are all 
regulated by a variety of local, state, and Federal agencies in an 
effort to conserve these resources.  Therefore, the intertidal habitat 
areas within the bay that are not included within the Refuge are not 
necessarily more vulnerable to disturbance.   That not withstanding, 
the CCP does propose to manage habitats within the Refuge for 
shorebird species.  As presented in the vision, goals, and objectives 
the Refuge is proposed to be managed for multiple species, including 
shorebirds.  There are a number of strategies proposed to maintain, 
enhance, and restore habitat to support shorebirds including 
restoring tidal mudflat habitat in the salt ponds and Otay River 
floodplain, reducing disturbance within the Refuge’s existing 
foraging and roosting areas, and continuing to provide a source of 
brine invertebrates. 
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10.7 Comment noted. 
 
10.8 The Shorebird Conservation Plan and the species identified in the 

Plan that occur within the Refuge are addressed in Section 3.4.1.3 
(page 3-34) of the draft CCP/EIS.  Birds of Conservation Concern 
are discussed in Section 3.4.7.1 of the draft CCP/EIS, and the Birds 
of Conservation Concern supported within the San Diego Bay NWR 
are listed in Table 3-14.  The importance of the habitats within the 
South San Diego Bay Unit for shorebirds is addressed in Section 
2.3.5.2 under Objectives 1.3, 1.4, 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4.   

 
The goals and objectives for the Sweetwater Marsh and South San 
Diego Bay Units are consistent with the following goals of the 
Southern Pacific Shorebird Conservation Plan (Hickey et al. 2003):  

 
For tidal wetlands - 1) restore tidal flats and marshes, particularly 
in San Francisco Bay and on the southern California coast, 2) 
enhance tidal action in existing wetlands as needed, 3) reduce 
sedimentation from alteration of wetland watersheds, and 4) limit 
human disturbance to shorebirds in all seasons; and  

 
For managed wetlands – 1) improve the value of existing managed 
wetlands by expanding wetland management strategies that 
benefit shorebirds, 2) restore additional wetlands to support 
migrating, wintering, and breeding populations, and 3) retain and 
manage a sufficient amount of salt ponds and other shallow open 
water habitat to support shorebird populations. 

 
10.9 The designation of this site as a Western Hemisphere Shorebird 

Reserve Network Site is addressed in Section 3.4.1.3 of the draft 
CCP/EIS and the use of the ponds by shorebirds is described in 
detail in Section 3.4.4.1 (Migratory Birds) of the draft CCP/EIS. 

 
10.10 Comment noted. 
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10.11 The salt ponds in San Diego Bay provide important foraging and 
resting habitat for an abundant and diverse array of birds, however, 
we do not agree that they represent disturbed natural habitat.  
Historic maps of San Diego Bay prepared by the U.S. Coast and 
Geodetic Survey in 1859 (refer to Figure 3-3 in the draft CCP/EIS) 
indicate that the southern shoreline of San Diego Bay was bordered 
by a broad band of intertidal mudflats.  To the south of the mudflats 
was an extensive salt marsh system laced with meandering tidal 
channels and several freshwater drainages.  Some salt pan habitat 
and possibly a few natural salt ponds may have occurred within the 
salt marsh system, but based on the details provided on this and 
other historic maps, it is unlikely that these habitats were very 
extensive in this area.  The salt ponds therefore do not reflect the 
quality of habitat that once occurred here.   

 
Masero (2003) defines these types of solar salt ponds as 
“anthropogenic habitats,” which “can provide alternative or 
complementary feeding habitat for waterbirds.”  Studies indicate 
that salt ponds are important feeding habitats for many species of 
shorebirds, but the importance of this habitat varies among species.  
Masero (2003) notes that foraging opportunities in salt ponds are not 
suitable for all of the species supported by natural intertidal 
habitats.  To provide high quality foraging habitat for an array of 
species, the Service is proposing to restore portions of the salt ponds 
to the historic habitats of intertidal mudflat and coastal salt marsh, 
while retaining other ponds as managed water areas to support 
species that favor the brine invertebrates present in the current 
system. 

 
10.12 This statement from the Shorebird Plan addresses western snowy 

plover use in San Francisco Bay (see page 30 of the Shorebird Plan); 
where about 10% of the U.S. Pacific coast population of the snowy 
plover breeds (Hickey et al. 2003).  Unfortunately, as stated on page 
3-76 of the draft CCP/EIS, despite regular nesting of snowy plovers 
on the levees in South San Diego Bay, the number of nests is 
generally low and fledgling success is poor.  
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Since 1999, an average of 1.8 snowy plover nests per year have been 
observed at the salt works, with a total of two plover nests observed 
in 2004 and a high of four nests observed in 2005 (Patton pers. 
comm.).    
 
The proposals in Alternatives C and D, which would provide 
additional nesting habitat within the salt pond complex and 
enhanced access from nesting areas to appropriate foraging areas, 
are intended to improve habitat quality for snowy plovers.  Under 
both alternatives, the following habitat goals from the Shorebird 
Plan have been addressed: 1) manage some amount of salt ponds, 
especially at San Francisco Bay, Monterey Bay, and San Diego Bay, 
specifically for nesting, feeding, and roosting shorebirds, including 
some to be managed specifically for nesting Snowy Plovers, as 
recommended in the Snowy Plover Draft Recovery Plan; 2) maintain 
public closures of Snowy Plover nesting areas during the breeding 
season; 3) continue to manage non-native and native mammalian and 
avian predators to limit predation of the eggs and chicks of the 
Snowy Plover; and 4) use fencing and exclosures to protect Snowy 
Plover nests from egg predators when necessary.  Actions to be 
implemented under Alternative D to enhance nesting and foraging 
opportunities for western snowy plovers, as presented in Sections 
2.3.2 and 2.3.5.2 of the draft CPP/EIS, include enhancing nesting 
substrate on the salt pond levees, recontouring the slopes of the 
levees to improve access to foraging areas along the edges of the 
levees, and controlling water levels in Pond 20 or other suitable pond 
during the nesting season to provide new opportunities for plover 
nesting.   

 
10.13 Section 4.4.2.3.1 of the draft CCP/EIS describes the potential effects 

to colonial nesting seabirds of breaching the levees.  With the 
exception of the gull-billed tern, the seabirds that nest on the levees 
prey primarily on fish found within the bay and adjacent ocean.  
They also forage to a lesser extent for fish that have become trapped 
within Ponds 10 and 11.  None of these seabirds rely on brine 
invertebrates for any significant portion of their diet. 
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Introducing tidal flows into the ponds would actually increase 
foraging opportunities for these birds in proximity to their nesting 
habitat.  Section 4.4.2.3.1 of the Final CCP/EIS has been revised to 
include a discussion of the potential effects of pond restoration on 
American avocet and black-necked stilts, which also nest within the 
salt ponds. 

 
10.14 Currently, mammalian predators can and do access the nesting 

areas via the existing levee system, as well as via the Otay River 
either by swimming across the narrow channel or by walking across 
the channel during low tide.  Avian predators are also present.  Both 
are controlled when deemed appropriate.  Restoration would 
however improve access for mammalian predators, particularly 
during low tide, and would provide additional foraging habitat for 
potential predators such as northern harriers.  Increased 
accessibility to the levees by predators is acknowledged in Section 
4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS.  Actions, such as continuing to 
implement predator management, installing new fencing around the 
perimeter of the salt pond complex, design new nesting areas in a  
manner that reduces accessibility from mammalian predators, and 
implementing a monitoring and adaptive management program to 
record and address any increases in predator activity within the 
restored areas, have all been incorporated into the preferred 
alternative in an effort to minimize the effects of predation on 
ground nesting birds within the South San Diego Bay Unit. 

 
10.15 The eastern edge of the Refuge, which is separated from the I-5 

right-of-way by approximately 820 feet, is much lower in elevation 
than the distant freeway; therefore, the proximity of the ponds to I-5 
is not expected to have any effect on breeding or migratory birds.  

 
10.16 As described in Sections 2.3.2.3, 2.3.2.4, and 4.3.2.3.1 of the draft 

CCP/EIS, sediment analysis would be conducted during subsequent 
detailed restoration planning to ensure that the characteristics of the 
sediments present or to be added to the various restoration areas 
would support future restoration per the findings of Zedler, Nordby,  
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and others who have successfully restore salt marsh habitat in 
southern California coastal areas. 

 
10.17 Enhancing and expanding nesting habitat within the salt works is 

expected to improve nesting conditions for all of the seabirds that 
nest along the levees.  The provision of new nesting habitat 
elsewhere along the southern California coast has proved to be 
beneficial to several species of terns.  In addition, managing some 
salt ponds for western snowy plover nesting is a priority 
conservation action included in the Southern Pacific Shorebird 
Conservation Plan (Hickey et al. 2003).   

 
10.18 As discussed in Section 2.3.2.4 (page 2-93) of the draft CCP/EIS, 

additional modeling and analysis of the water management and brine 
management areas would be conducted during subsequent step-
down planning.  In addition, a water management plan would be 
prepared to establish the operating, maintenance, and monitoring 
activities and associated costs required to maintain the managed 
water systems.  Prior to implementing this aspect of the restoration 
proposal, funding adequate to maintain the system for the life of the 
project would be identified.  Water management to support the 
habitat needs of fish and wildlife has been and continues to be a 
common management practice on various refuges throughout the 
National Wildlife Refuge System. 
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10.19 As stated in the goals for this Refuge Unit in Sections 1.8.2.2. and 
2.3.5.2 of the draft CCP/EIS, the purpose of carrying out Alternative 
D is to protect, manage, enhance, and restore native habitats to 
benefit native fish, wildlife, and plants supported within the South 
San Diego Bay Unit, to support the recovery and protection the 
listed species that occur here, and to provide high quality foraging 
and breeding habitat for migratory and resident avifauna.  The 
Refuge was established to conserve listed species; therefore, the 
actions included within the CCP must be consistent with this 
purpose.  It is our intent to enhance and restore habitat for listed 
species, while also providing habitat to maintain a diverse and 
abundant array of avian species within the Refuge.  Final restoration 
plans would include monitoring and adaptive management 
components to ensure that all of the objectives presented in the CCP 
are being achieved (refer to Appendix D in the Final CCP/EIS).   

 
10.20 This CCP/EIS is intended to present a program level analysis of the 

various management alternatives considered for implementation.  As 
a result of this analysis, a number of uncertainties and knowledge 
gaps were identified that will require further study and 
consideration before final restoration plans are completed.  
Following approval of the CCP, work will begin to address these 
uncertainties and develop more comprehensive baseline data.  Some 
of the data to be obtained includes updated species abundance, 
diversity, and use patterns within the salt ponds; sediment 
characterization and groundwater and surface water chemistry in 
the salt ponds and Otay River floodplain, and hydrologic modeling of 
tidal flow within the salt ponds following breaching.  This and other 
information will enable the planning team to refine the restoration 
strategies and develop the applied studies to be incorporated into a 
monitoring and adaptive management program.  Appendix D (CCP  
Implementation) has been revised to include detailed information 
regarding the steps to be completed in developing a final 
engineering and restoration plan as proposed under Alternative D. 
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We do not agree that the proposal to restore many of the salt ponds 
to tidal influence would result in significant adverse effects.  An 
assessment of the impacts expected to result from the conversion of 
the salt ponds to intertidal habitat is provided in Sections 4.4.2.3.1 
and 4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS.  By implementing the strategies 
presented in the CCP, we believe the goals and objectives for the 
Refuge will be achieved and as such would be consistent with the 
mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System and the purposes for 
which the Refuge was established.  

 
10.21 The goals, objectives, and strategies for ensuring the protection of 

the endangered California least tern and threatened western snowy 
plover are presented in Section 2.3.5.2 of the draft CCP/EIS.  We do 
not agree that the restoration proposals for the salt ponds would 
result in the displacement of least terns and snowy plovers from this 
site.  Rather, the actions included under this alternative are 
expected to improve nesting success for these species as a result of 
improved nesting habitat and better access to foraging areas.  Refer 
also to Response 10.20 above.  (The comment letter does not include 
a Section A; therefore, we are unable to respond to the last sentence 
in this portion of the letter.)  

 
10.22 The development of these alternatives and the impact analysis 

related to biological resources that is included in the draft CCP/EIS 
were coordinated with the Migratory Birds and Ecological Services 
Programs of the Service to ensure consistency with the Endangered 
Species Act and the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, as well as other 
relevant regulations and policies related to fish and wildlife.  
Although some of the strategies to be implemented under 
Alternative D focus on protection and recovery of listed species, 
which is consistent with the purpose of the Refuge, this alternative 
also proposes to retain those aspects of the salt ponds that support 
various migratory birds and nesting seabirds.  
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The potential outcomes of implementing restoration within the salt 
ponds are presented in the draft CCP/EIS at the program-level.  As 
additional baseline data is obtained and additional analysis is 
conducted in association with detailed engineering and restoration 
planning, the potential outcomes will become more defined.  To 
ensure that the objectives established for the Refuge that relate to 
endangered species, migratory birds, and colonial nesting seabirds 
(all of which are presented in Section 2.3.5.2 of the draft CCP/EIS) 
are achieved, monitoring and adaptive management will be an 
integral part of this restoration proposal.     

 
10.23 As stated in Response 10.21 above, we do not agree that the 

implementation of Alternative D would adversely affect listed 
species.  In fact, the strategies proposed for achieving the Refuge 
goals and objectives are intended to improve conditions for these 
species consistent with the recommendations included in each 
species’ approved recovery plan.   

 
With respect to elegant terns, it is the intent of Alternative D to 
maintain the isolated nature of the salt works and expand and 
improve potential nesting sites for this and other species of ground 
nesting birds within this area.  The proposal would also provide new 
fisheries habitat in proximity to these nesting areas, ensure the 
continued presence of open ground with substrate suitable for 
nesting, provide for predator management, and preserve 
unrestricted visual access from the levees into the surrounding area.   
As identified in the draft CCP/EIS in Section 4.4.2.3, there is 
insufficient information available to state with certainty how salt 
pond restoration might affect the elegant tern and other colonial 
nesting seabirds that breed on the salt pond levees.  However, those 
characteristics of the salt works that we believe have attracted these 
birds to the salt pond levees (isolation, appropriate nesting 
substrate, and unrestricted visibility) would be maintained and in 
some cases enhanced.  Further, observations of seabird nesting 
elsewhere in coastal California indicate that several of these species, 
including elegant terns and California least terns, are successfully  
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nesting in areas that are not surrounded by open water.  The intent 
of Alternative D is to ensure the continued nesting of seabirds and 
shorebirds at the salt works prior to, during, and after restoration.  
The effects of restoration on these and other avian species will 
continue to be considered during the development and 
implementation of a phased restoration plan.  

 
Under the Multiple Species Conservation Plan, the County of San 
Diego currently has no take authorization for California least tern, 
western snowy plover, or elegant tern.  This is because the habitats 
that support these species are not located within the County’s 
Subarea Plan boundary.  Therefore, any effects to these species are 
outside the County’s control and would have no effect on the 
County’s Implementing Agreement or Biological Opinion.  Further, 
it is not the intent of this CCP to cause any take of these species, as 
described above.  
 
Prior to the implementation of any restoration, the project will 
undergo internal Section 7 review to ensure that the project will not 
jeopardize the recovery of any listed species. 

 
10.24 The public involvement component of the CCP process for the San 

Diego Bay NWR included numerous public meetings, opportunities 
to provide comments through public workshops and on-line at the 
CCP webpage, and an extended public comment period for the draft 
document.  A summary of the public outreach program is provided in 
Section 5.2.1 of the draft CCP/EIS.  It should also be noted that the 
public involvement component of the CCP process will continue 
beyond the completion of the Final CCP/EIS to include step-down 
planning for the development of detailed restoration plans, as well as 
for the various public use proposals included within the CCP.  
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10.25 The issues raised regarding the adequacy of the analysis in the draft 
CCP/EIS are addressed in Responses 10.13 - 10.22 above. 

 
10.26 The Service has used the best information available (e.g., agency 

studies, scientific literature, consultant reports, monitoring data) to 
conduct this program-level impact analysis of the various 
management alternatives.  To ensure that this information is clearly 
presented, some revisions to Sections 3.4.4.1, 3.4.6, and 4.4, including 
the incorporation of additional maps and tables, have been made in 
the Final CCP/EIS.  A number of uncertainties and data gaps were 
identified in the draft CCP/EIS that will be addressed as the 
restoration planning process moves forward.  Appendix D (CCP 
Implementation) has been revised to describe in greater detail the 
steps that will be completed prior to beginning any restoration 
within the Refuge.   

 
10.27 We agree and have clearly stated this throughout Sections 2.3.2.3 

and 2.3.2.4 of the draft CCP/EIS.  Grading estimates were calculated 
based on preliminary restoration plans for the purpose of evaluating 
potential impacts at the program level for air quality, noise, traffic, 
and other issues typically analyzed in an EIS.  

 
10.28 Alternative D includes a brine invertebrate component that is 

intended to meet the foraging needs of those birds that have 
historically stopped at the salt ponds during migration.  As stated in 
Response 10.26, the draft CCP/EIS has identified data gaps and 
uncertainties, which include the response of phalaropes and eared 
grebes to changes in the current salt pond system.  This issue will 
continue to be considered during the step-down planning. 

 
10.29 The CCP does not make the assumption that habitat for the light-

footed clapper rail will be provided at the expense of other species.  
Please refer to the goals and objectives of the CCP that are 
presented in Section 2.3.5.2 of the draft CCP/EIS. 

 
10.30 Refer to Response 10.18 above. 
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10.31 The public uses proposed under the preferred alternative are 
described in detail on pages 2-99 through 2-103 of the draft 
CCP/EIS and in Appendix K (Compatibility Determinations).   

 
With respect to neighboring agency coordination, the Refuge is 
involved in ongoing discussions with both County and City of San 
Diego park staff to determine the most appropriate alignment for 
the Otay Valley Regional Trail.  We are also working closely with the 
City of Imperial Beach on proposals that would compliment their 
ecotourism planning.  Public uses on the Sweetwater Marsh Unit 
have been discussed with the Chula Vista Nature Center and the 
City of National City and issues related to public use have also been 
discussed before the Coronado City Council.   

 
10.32 Mosquito production in fresh and salt water habitats is addressed in 

Section 4.7.5.2 of the draft CCP/EIS.  Although potential habitat for 
salt water mosquitoes could be created in portions of the South San 
Diego Bay Unit, low and mid-marsh habitat, such as cordgrass-
dominated salt marsh, is inundated daily by the tides and therefore 
provides little habitat suitable for salt marsh mosquito production 
(Maffei in Goals Project 2000).  

 
10.33 Although the implementation of the No Action Alternative would 

maintain the existing diversity and abundance of avian species 
currently found within the salt ponds, there would be little 
improvement in habitat quality for the listed species supported on 
the Refuge.  Alternative B would provide new benefits for terns and 
plovers in the form of expanded nesting opportunities, however, the 
benefits for light-footed clapper rails and fisheries would not be 
realized.  The Service continues to support the vision of a restored 
south bay, including restoration of both the salt ponds and the Otay 
River floodplain.   

 
Appendix D of the Final CCP/EIS has been revised to more clearly 
describe how restoration that would be implemented under the  
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Preferred Alternative.  Step-down planning would involve the 
collection of additional baseline data and the completion of additional 
studies related to hydrology, sediment characterization, 
contaminants, and other topics, followed by the preparation of final 
engineering and restoration plans that would incorporate pre- and 
post-restoration monitoring and adaptive management into the 
restoration design.   
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11.1 The need to maintain and where appropriate expand those habitats 

within the Refuge that support species with declining populations is 
addressed in several of the goals and objectives presented in the 
draft CCP/EIS (refer to Sections 2.2.5.2 and 2.3.5.2 of the draft 
CCP/EIS).  Although adaptive management is addressed in 
Appendix D of the draft CCP/EIS, this discussion has been 
expanded in the Final CCP/EIS.  

 
11.2 Information about the current habitat conditions on the Refuge is 

summarized in Section 3.4.1.3 of the Final CCP/EIS. 
 
11.3 Comment noted. 
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11.4 The potential for premature closure of the commercial solar salt 
operation is addressed in Sections 2.3.2.1 and 2.3.1.4 (Construction 
Phasing) of the draft CCP/EIS. 

 

11.5 The goals and objectives addressed in the draft CCP/EIS for the 
Sweetwater Marsh and South San Diego Bay Units describe a 
multiple species approach to refuge management, with strategies 
proposed to benefit bird, fish, and other wildlife species and their 
habitats (refer to Sections 2.2.5.2 and 2.3.5.2 of the draft CCP/EIS).  
Because this Refuge was established to protect listed species, an 
emphasis is placed on actions that support the recovery of those 
listed species that occur within the Refuge.  The draft CCP/EIS 
evaluated a range of restoration scenarios for the salt ponds, 
including a phased approach to restoration.  

 

11.6 Comment noted.  Appendix D (CCP Implementation) has been 
revised to include a more detailed discussion of how implementation 
of the preferred alternative should proceed.   

 

11.7 Coordination between the San Diego NWR Complex and the San 
Francisco Bay NWR is occurring to ensure that information 
regarding salt pond restoration is exchanged in a timely manner.  
Research and modeling efforts underway for the South Bay Salt 
Ponds in San Francisco Bay will provide useful information for 
restoration proposals in San Diego Bay.  Where applicable, the 
recommendations developed for the South Bay Salt Ponds would be 
incorporated into detailed planning efforts for the San Diego Bay 
NWR.  However, just as there are similarities between the two 
projects, there are also significant differences in the characteristics 
of the two restoration areas, and both these similarities and 
differences must be considered when evaluating specific approaches 
to restoration for either area. 

 
11.8 Comments noted. 
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11.9 The various actions or projects proposed within the preferred 
alternative for each Refuge Unit are prioritized in Table D-1 of 
Appendix D (CCP Implementation).  This table has been revised in 
the Final CCP/EIS to prioritize all of actions or projects proposed 
for each Refuge Unit within one overall priority list for the Refuge. 

 

11.10 Enhancements that support the recovery of listed species are 
identified as high priorities for implementation in Table D-1 of 
Appendix D (CCP Implementation) in the Final CCP/EIS. 

 

11.11 The preparation and implementation of restoration plans for the 
Otay River floodplain are dependent upon the availability of funding.  
No funding has been identified to date that would allow for the 
initiation of such efforts.   

 
As described in the project description (see page 2-74 of the draft 
CCP/EIS), substrate analysis of the pond sediments and the 
material excavated from the Otay River floodplain would be 
completed prior to detailed restoration planning to characterize the 
extent and type of contamination, if any, and to determine its 
suitability for salt marsh restoration.  Factors to be considered for 
suitability include, but are not limited to, grain size, salinity levels, 
and availability of nutrients.  Incorporating these actions into the 
project description represents a commitment to implement them 
should this alternative be selected as the proposed action. 
 

Sections 4.2.2.3.4 and 4.2.2.4.4 and Appendix H of the draft CCP/EIS 
address the potential effects to air quality of implementing the 
restoration proposals for the South San Diego Bay Unit.  As stated 
on page 4-36, the projected duration of the project, soil import  and 
export estimates, estimated truck trips needed to haul material, and 
the types and numbers of construction equipment to be used to 
implement the various phases of restoration were considered in 
generating the exhaust and fugitive dust (PM 10) emission that could 
result from project implementation.  If it is determined that the 
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grading quantities associated with implementing the final 
restoration plan are significantly greater than the estimates used to 
conduct the current analysis, additional air quality analysis would be 
conducted in association with step-down restoration planning.  

 

11.12 At this time, the Service is not considering any proposals to expand 
the approved acquisition boundary for the San Diego Bay NWR.  A 
discussion of the existing opportunity for the Service to enter into a 
cooperative agreement with the Port is provided in Section 2.2.3.1 of 
the draft CCP/EIS.  Unlike the tidal flats adjacent to the 
Sweetwater Marsh Unit, the J Street Marsh is located within the 
approved acquisition boundary for the Refuge.  However, this area 
can only be incorporated into the Refuge if the current land manager 
(the Unified Port of San Diego) is willing to turn over its interest in 
the property to the Service.  As stated on page 2-45 of the draft 
CCP/EIS (Features Common to All Alternatives for the South San 
Diego Bay Unit), the Service is proposing to work with the Port, the 
City of Chula Vista, and the State Lands Commission to secure 
management authority for the remaining state tidelands that are 
located within the Refuge’s approved acquisition boundary. 

 
11.13 The Service agrees that restoration of eelgrass habitat within San 

Diego Bay is an important component in the overall restoration of 
the bay ecosystem.  Eelgrass restoration within Emory Cove was 
not included as a proposed action in the current CCP due to funding 
constraints and the need for additional coordination with other 
partners in the bay.  The Service’s CCP Policy (Policy) does however 
include a process for plan review that allows for modifications to an 
approved CCP, including the incorporation of new projects, if the 
proposed project is deemed appropriate for inclusion in the plan.  
According to the Policy, review of the CCP should occur at least 
annually to decide if the plan requires any revisions.  Modification of 
the plan and associated management activities can occur whenever 
this review or other monitoring and evaluation determine that we 
need changes to achieve planning unit purpose(s), vision, and goals.  
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11.14 Page 2-103 of the draft CCP/EIS states that recreational boating 
would continue to be permitted within the Refuge, provided boaters 
adhere to the existing five mile per hour speed limit.  The text goes 
on to say that this issue could be revisited should problems arise in 
the future related to wildlife disturbance from the various boating 
activities on the Refuge.  The San Diego NWR Complex currently 
employees a law enforcement officer who is responsible for 
enforcement of applicable rules and regulations within the Refuge.  
In addition, we have initiated discussions with the Harbor Patrol to 
discuss the need for increased enforcement of boating regulations in 
the south bay.  Acquisition of a Refuge patrol boat is included on the 
priority list of Refuge Operating Needs (refer to Table D-1, 
Appendix D of the Final CCP/EIS). 

 
11.15 The CCP/EIS, which is only the first step in the process of 

developing a restoration plan for the salt pond complex, sets forth 
the long-term vision for the Refuge and makes recommendations for 
various actions to be taken to achieve that vision.  The concerns 
raised here regarding phasing, adaptive management, and 
restoration design will be explored in greater detail during 
subsequent project-level restoration planning.  Appendix D (CCP 
Implementation) of the Final CCP/EIS has been revised to more 
clearly describe the next steps in the planning process.  These steps 
include the collection of baseline data and the completion of the 
additional studies related to hydrology, sediment characterization, 
contaminants, and other topics that are addressed in the draft 
CCP/EIS.  Once this information has been obtained, a detailed 
restoration plan for the salt ponds will be prepared.  Appendix D has 
been revised in the Final CCP/EIS to include an expanded 
discussion of restoration phasing under Scenario 2.   
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11.16 Information about the current use of the salt pond levees by colonial 
nesting seabirds is collected annually through a monitoring program 
funded by the Service.  Preliminary monitoring results are provided 
to the Service weekly during the nesting season followed by an 
annual summary report.  We are not aware of the existence of any 
other current information regarding bird use at the salt works.  The 
data obtained during this annually monitoring assists the Service in 
identifying any short or long term changes in nesting attempts 
and/or fledgling success, provides information about how these 
seabirds respond to substrate enhancement activity on the levees, 
and provides clues regarding the presence of contaminants or other 
factors that could be adversely affecting eggs, chicks, and/or adult 
birds.  Pages 3-61 through 3-63 of the draft CCP/EIS address the 
variety of colonial seabird species that nest on the salt pond levees.  
To make this information more accessible to the reader, a new table 
(Table 3-13) has been added to the Final CCP/EIS, and the nest 
numbers for 2005, which were not available until after the draft 
CCP/EIS was completed, have been added to this Table.   

 
Based on the data, we do not agree that current use of the salt ponds 
has changed significantly since 1999.  It would be more appropriate 
to state that the number of nests per species within the salt works 
varies, sometimes significantly, from year to year.  The reasons for 
such fluctuations are not easy to identify and may relate to factors 
outside the influence of Refuge management (climate change, 
changes in prey availability, etc.).    
 

11.17 As stated on page 2-91 of the draft CCP/EIS, discharge from the 
managed water areas proposed under Alternative D would have 
salinity levels no greater than 39 ppt or approximately 5 ppt above 
the ambient salinity levels in the bay.  This level of discharge is 
expected to have no deleterious effect on water quality within the 
south bay; however, additional water quality analysis would be 
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conducted in association with the completion of detailed restoration 
plans and our request for a discharge permit from the Regional 
Water Quality Control Board.  Additional analysis of how best to 
implement a managed water system within those ponds that are too 
high to benefit from tidal action would also be conducted during 
subsequent step-down restoration planning.  This effort would 
examine options that minimize costs and staffing requirements, 
while also providing the appropriate conditions to manage water 
levels in some ponds and support the production of brine 
invertebrates in other ponds.  

 
11.18 All of these recommendations are included as proposed actions in the 

preferred alternative and will be implemented as funding permits.  
Specific phasing for implementing these actions will be dependent 
upon a variety of factors that we may or may not have control over. 
Appendix D of the Final CCP/EIS has been revised to describe in 
greater detail a phased approach to restoration of the salt ponds. 

 
11.19 Refer to Responses 11.10 and 11.18 above. 
 
11.20 Refer to Responses 11.11 and 11.15 above. 
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11.21 Comment noted.  Please refer to Response 11.7 regarding 

coordination with efforts underway at the San Francisco Bay NWR 
Complex.  Details regarding restoration progress in San Francisco 
Bay are available at www.southbayrestoration.org. 

 
11.22 We concur with the need for monitoring of endangered species, as 

well as other migratory birds, prior to, during, and following 
restoration efforts in the south bay.  Such monitoring is identified as 
a strategy for achieving Objectives 2.1, 2.3, 2.4, 3.1, and 3.3 in the 
draft CCP/EIS.  The Refuge Complex also proposes to expand the 
current avian monitoring program conducted at the salt works to 
include a year-long avifauna survey of the ponds, levees, and 
adjacent mudflats. 

 
11.23 As a program-level document, this CCP provides the long term 

vision and goals for the Refuge.  The objectives and strategies 
presented in the CCP describe the options for how the vision and 
goals can be achieved.  The strategies, which include restoration 
actions under the preferred alternative, are intended to be further 
defined during subsequent project level planning.  This process is 
described in revised Appendix D of the Final CCP/EIS.  It is during 
the step-down planning phase of CCP implementation that the full 
details of restoration design, monitoring, and adaptive management 
will be developed.  Just as is the case with the CCP process, this 
subsequent step-down planning would be a public process involving 
opportunities for public review and comment. 

 
We concur with your comments regarding adaptive management 
and intend to incorporate an adaptive management approach into 
our final restoration design.  Jacobson (2003) defines adaptive 
management as “a cyclic, learning-oriented approach to the   
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management of complex environmental systems that are 
characteristic of high levels of uncertainty about system processes 
and the potential ecological, social, and economic impacts of different 
management options.”   To successfully implement adaptive 
management, it is essential to have clear restoration goals and 
targets, sound conceptualization of the system, an effective process 
for learning from restoration and management actions (i.e., 
monitoring and evaluation of the monitoring results), and an explicit 
process for refining and improving current and future management 
actions.  It is this approach we propose to implement on the Refuge.   
 

11.24 Much information regarding the life history requirements of brine 
shrimp and brine flies, such as reproduction, food requirements, 
habitat preferences, and potential limiting factors, is already 
available in the scientific literature.  Using this information as a 
starting point, additional data would be gathered to ensure that the 
brine management ponds would meet the CCP objective of 
maintaining a stable source of brine invertebrates for migratory 
birds (Objective 3.2 for the South San Diego Bay Unit).  The need 
for additional studies and monitoring is addressed in revised 
Appendix D.  Different approaches to implementing the managed 
water system are addressed in Response 11.17. 

 
11.25 The specific issues related to phasing such as temporality, 

maintaining various sizes of a possible smaller footprint salt works, 
construction mobilization, and funding are quite complex and not 
addressed to the project level within the CCP.  The suggestion that 
one pond at a time should be evaluated for restoration and adaptive 
management does not appear to be feasible for those ponds located 
to the east of the Otay River due to the current configuration of the 
of the pond system.  However, a phased approach to the restoration 
of the salt ponds (while still maintaining a functioning salt works) is 
feasible by grouping certain ponds into phased modules.   
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The concern related to flexibility in future restoration design is best 
addressed through the adaptive management process, which is 
discussed in revised Appendix D (CCP Implementation) of the Final 
CCP/EIS.   The specific details of any restoration plans for the 
Refuge would be developed during a subsequent planning process, 
which would include public involvement and completion of any 
required environmental compliance documents. 

 
11.26 As stated in Response 11.13, the CCP Policy includes a process for 

plan review that could result in modifications to plan strategies or 
the inclusion of new projects if deemed appropriate.  However, such 
modifications, if needed, could also be addressed through the 
adaptive management process rather than through the need to 
revise the CCP.  The need to further evaluate and refine the water 
management options under the preferred alternative has been added 
to the Final CCP/EIS under Section 2.3.2.4 (Habitat Restoration). 

 
11.27 We believe that the implementation of Alternative D, Scenarios 1, 2, 

or 3, as presented in the draft CCP/EIS, would adequately address 
the actions necessary to protect habitat values in the south bay 
should the salt works be closed prematurely.  The specific scenario 
to be implemented would be dependent upon such factors as the 
availability of funding and the extent to which appropriate material 
is available to alter the pond elevations.  If such a situation were to 
occur, there would still be an opportunity for public input through 
the step-down planning process and all necessary permits would 
have to be acquired.  

 
11.28 Water management to support the habitat needs of fish and wildlife 

has been and continues to be a common management practice on 
numerous refuges throughout the National Wildlife Refuge System, 
therefore, staff training or expertise from elsewhere in the Refuge 
System is available if required to address any future water 
management needs on this Refuge. 
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11.29 Comment noted.  
 
11.30 The description of the managed water system has been revised in 

the Final CCP/EIS to include consideration of other options for 
managing the water and for providing a source of brine 
invertebrates within the restoration plan.  

 
11.31 Appendix D has been revised in the Final CCP/EIS to include a 

detailed discussion of restoration phasing.  This phasing plan 
includes various opportunities for public involvement, as well as 
public workshops to review monitoring results prior to and following 
initial restoration.  Research opportunities have also been 
incorporated into this phasing plan to expand our ability to learn 
from the various restoration actions taken in the south bay.  The 
Refuge Complex is also committed to continuing to maintain a 
dialogue with researchers and Refuge staff who are planning and 
implementing salt pond restoration in San Francisco Bay. 

 
11.32 With respect to public review and input in general, public 

involvement will continue to be an important component of the CCP 
implementation process, with opportunities for public input during 
step-down planning.  Refer to the phasing plan presented in revised 
Appendix D for additional details on how public review and input 
would be incorporated into the process.  Environmental analysis 
would be conducted in accordance with NEPA and the Department 
of Interior’s NEPA guidelines.    

 
11.33 We appreciate these suggestions.  The use of multi-language 

materials is addressed in the draft CCP/EIS and Final CCP/EIS has 
been revised to address directional signage to the Refuge.  
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11.34 Because of the nature of the commercial salt operation, which 
involves the use of heavy equipment and requires the need for full 
time security around the salt plant, it would not be feasible from a 
security or safety perspective to construct and maintain a loop trail 
around Pond 28 under any circumstances other than a restored 
system.  There would however be other opportunities for the public 
to enjoy the wildlife and views within the Refuge by participating in 
organized tours around the salt works and taking advantage of 
future opportunities for wildlife observation, environmental 
education, and interpretation along the southern edge of the Refuge.     

 
11.35 We agree. The potential use of remote cameras and other innovative 

approaches for interpreting the resources supported within the 
Refuge are described on page 2-102 of the draft CCP/EIS. 

 
11.36 It is important to interpret all aspects of the history of this area.  

The market hunting that occurred in the south bay in the 1800s is an 
important part of the history of San Diego Bay.  Hunting is also a 
traditional and legitimate form of wildlife-dependent recreation on 
National Wildlife Refuge’s when determined to be compatible with 
Refuge purposes.  The revenues generated from the Duck Stamp 
Program and the excise tax on hunting related merchandise has 
provided a steady stream of revenue to build the National Wildlife 
Refuge System over the past 60 years.  The benefits that these 
contributions have provided to wildlife should not go unrecognized.  
With respect to how implementation of a future interpretive plan for 
the Refuge would be prioritized, it is likely that the plan would be 
implemented based on the availability of funding from a variety of 
sources.    

 
11.37 The discussion of water quality within the Bay has been revised in 

the Final CCP/EIS. 
 
11.38 The Final CCP/EIS has been revised to reflect the findings of the 

San Diego County Department of Health Services (1990). 
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11.39 The need for public outreach regarding the problems associated with 
monofilament accumulation in the South San Diego Bay Unit is 
addressed in Objective 1.7 of the draft CCP/EIS and described in 
greater detail under Alternative B for the South San Diego Bay 
Unit.  This proposed action should have also been identified under 
Section 2.3.1.2 (Features Common to All Action Alternatives) but 
was inadvertently omitted from this section.  The Final CCP/EIS 
has been revised accordingly.  In addition we have reviewed the 
details of the Monofilament Recovery & Recycling Program 
(MRRP) being implemented in Florida by the Florida Fish and 
Wildlife Conservation Commission and concur that this program 
provides an excellent model for developing a similar program in 
South San Diego Bay.  The details of this program have been 
included in the Final CCP/EIS. 

 
11.40 Comment noted. 
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12.1 Comment noted. 
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13.1 Comment noted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
13.2 Please refer to Responses 11.5, 11.15, and 11.23 above. 
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13.3 Comment noted. 
 
13.4 These target numbers have been revised in the Final CCP/EIS. 
 
13.5 As described under Objective 1.5 for the Sweetwater Marsh Unit in 

the draft CCP/EIS, participation in watershed management 
planning for those watersheds that influence habitat quality in this 
Refuge Unit is a strategy to be implemented under this alternative. 

 
13.6 Comment noted. 
 
13.7 The Environmental Consequences section of the draft CCP/EIS 

addresses the potential benefits to least Bell’s vireo as a result of 
restoring the Otay River floodplain.  However, this species is not 
specifically addressed under Objective 1.2 for the South San Diego 
Bay Unit; therefore, Section 2.3.5.2 of the Final CCP/EIS has been 
revised to include a discussion of this species. 

 
13.8 Appendix D has been revised to better define how restoration could 

be phased within the salt pond complex.  Refer also to Responses 
11.23 and 11.26 above. 

 
13.9 These actions are included in the preferred alternative, as discussed 

on page 2-93 of the draft CCP/EIS. 
 
13.10 As stated on page 2-99 of the draft CCP/EIS, pelican roosting 

platforms are included as a component of this alternative.  Objective 
2.5 has been added to the Final CCP/EIS to address the need to 
maintain appropriate pelican roosting opportunities within this 
Refuge Unit.  No substantive conflicts between pelican roosting and 
seabird nesting have been documented on this Refuge Unit and this 
situation is not expected to change following restoration.  

 



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-79 

   
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
13.11 Refer to Responses 11.17 and 11.30 above. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
13.12 Comment noted. 
 
 
 
13.13 We concur and believe that the goals and objectives presented in the 

draft CCP/EIS address this desire to balance existing values with 
the need to restore a portion of the historic habitats that have been 
lost in San Diego Bay.     
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14.1 Although we agree that a number of the salt ponds provide 
important habitat for an abundant and diverse array of avian 
species, we do not agree that this system represents a fully 
functioning ecosystem.  The salt works is a closed system that does 
not contribute to the bay’s fish population nor does it support the 
benthic invertebrates or plants that are found within the tidally 
influenced portions of the bay. 

 
14.2 The draft CCP/EIS describes the significance of the existing ponds 

to the array of birds that utilize the site on a year-long basis, during 
migration, or as a wintering area.  As stated in Section 3.4.1.3 of the 
draft CCP/EIS, the southern portion of San Diego Bay, including 
the salt ponds, the mudflats, and the shallow subtidal habitat in the 
bay, is designated as a Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve 
Network Site.  This portion of San Diego Bay is also recognized for 
providing habitat for globally significant numbers of nesting gull-
billed terns and continentally significant numbers of Caspian Terns 
and western snowy plovers, all of which nest on the salt pond levees, 
as well as continentally significant numbers of surf scoters, which 
occur in greater numbers outside the salt ponds than within them.  

 
Implementation of the preferred alternative (involving the 
restoration of the salt ponds and Otay River floodplain, as well as 
expansion of and improvements to nesting opportunities for listed 
and sensitive seabird species) is intended to maximize opportunities 
for habitat restoration, while also maintaining, and in some cases 
enhancing, those aspects of the existing salt pond system that 
support nesting seabirds and other migratory birds.  The Service 
analyzed and considered all of the data available regarding the 
diversity and abundance of avian species that currently utilize the 
salt ponds.  The environmental consequences chapter of the draft 
CCP/EIS acknowledges that some changes in species composition 
and abundance could occur as a result of restoration.  However, 
based on the analysis of the existing data, our experience with other 
restoration projects, and our best professional judgment, we do not 
believe that these changes would be of a sufficient scale to result in 
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significant adverse effects to any avian species.  On the other hand, 
converting the salt ponds to tidal action would increase the 
abundance and diversity of fish, invertebrate, and plant species, 
which would benefit the entire bay ecosystem. 
 

14.3 Based on the data available, it is likely that the salt pond levees are 
favored by colonial seabirds because of the minimal human 
disturbance that occurs in this area and the availability of 
unvegetated level nesting areas that provide unobstructed views of 
the surrounding area.  We do not agree with the statement that this 
area is free of predators; in fact, predation by mammalian and avian 
predators is a continuous problem that must be addressed through 
intensive refuge management. 

 
Although additional studies are needed to fully understand how 
migratory birds are utilizing the site, observations made during the 
1993/1994 avian survey of the salt ponds and adjacent mudflats 
provide some insight.  A number of species utilize the ponds or pond 
levees for rafting or roosting during high tide and periods of strong 
winds, while other species, such as eared grebes and phalaropes, 
spend much or all of their time in the ponds and prey on the 
abundant brine invertebrates present in some ponds.  Other species 
that feed on the mudflats during low tide have been observed 
supplementing their diet by feeding on brine invertebrates during 
high tide.  The assertion that birds favor the salt works over coastal 
salt marsh habitat cannot be supported by the data.  The native 
coastal salt marsh habitat that remains in Southern California 
provides essential foraging, roosting, and in some cases nesting 
habitat for the many birds that migrate along the Pacific Flyway. 
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14.4 Maintaining the status quo would retain the potential for continuing 

ecosystem support of the existing diversity and abundance of avian 
species currently found within the salt ponds, however, no 
improvements in habitat quality for the listed species that are 
currently supported on the Refuge would be provided.  Restoration 
of salt ponds in accordance with Alternative D, which also includes 
strategies for maintaining and in some case enhancing those aspects 
of the system that support specific avian species, would continue to 
support a diverse and abundant array of avian species, while also 
expanding habitat for a variety of other species supported within the 
bay ecosystem.  Under current conditions, a number of ponds 
provide little or no habitat value for birds or other wildlife.  
Restoration of the salt works would substantially increase the 
habitat value of these areas.  The no action approach also ignores the 
opportunity to restore tidal influence to a very significant portion of 
the bay, returning some 650 acres of the bay to native coastal 
habitat.  Of this, a minimum of 120 acres would be restored to 
mudflats, a habitat that has been severely reduced from historic 
levels in the Bay and elsewhere in southern California.  The loss of 
this habitat has resulted in the decline of many dependent 
shorebirds along the Pacific Flyway (Hickey et al. 2003).  Another 
benefit of restoration would be the ability to maintain water levels in 
the managed ponds at elevations appropriate to support shorebird 
foraging.  Under current conditions, water levels in the ponds are 
maintained to facilitate salt production, not foraging habitat.  

 
To ensure that the goals and objectives of the CCP are achieved, the 
detailed restoration planning that would occur following approval of 
the CCP is proposed to incorporate monitoring and adaptive 
management as essential components of the restoration process.   

 



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-83 

   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix D (CCP final Implementation) has been revised to address 
in greater detail the next steps in restoration planning. 
 

14.5 Comment noted. 
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15.1 Section 3.6.1.3 of the Final CCP/EIS has been revised to address the 

relationship between the Refuge and the various regional resource 
planning efforts, such as the Otay Valley Regional Park, the Otay 
Watershed Management Plan, and the MSCP, that have been 
completed or are currently underway in the South Bay region.   

 
 
 
 
15.2 We agree and the Final CCP/EIS has been revised to incorporate 

hour and access restrictions for this interpretive trail. 
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15.3 We agree.  These are some of the topics that will be addressed 

within future public outreach, environmental education, and 
interpretation programs. 

 
15.4 The City of San Diego is the lead agency for this project and is 

therefore responsible for the design and development of the 
recreational facility proposed in the area south of the Refuge.  City 
staff has been coordinating with Refuge staff and the Service’s 
Ecological Services Program in an effort to design the future 
recreational center in a manner that would be compatible with the 
habitat goals of the Refuge. 

 
15.5 The Service is coordinating with the City of Imperial Beach on these 

issues and hopes that such a partnership will facilitate new grant 
funding opportunities that will allow both agencies to meet their 
individual public use goals and objectives. 

 
15.6 The alignment of the Bayshore Bikeway in this area will be 

determined by the City of San Diego and SANDAG’s Bayshore 
Bikeway Working Group.  The Service has requested that fencing 
and other appropriate measures be incorporated into the project 
design to minimize disturbance to sensitive resources. 

 
15.7 Various objectives described within the draft CCP/EIS address 

these concerns including Objectives 1.4 and 1.7.  Refer also to 
Response 11.39 above. 

 
15.8 Refer to Response 11.23 above. 
 
15.9 Refer to the first section of Response 11.12 above. 
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15.10 Restoration of the disturbed areas of the F&G Street Marsh and 
expansion of the tidal prism is described in the draft CCP/EIS as a 
strategy proposed in the preferred alternative (Alternative C) for 
the Sweetwater Marsh Unit. 

 
15.11 This project is located outside the approved acquisition boundary for 

the Refuge and is therefore not addressed in the CCP.  The 
Ecological Services Program of the Service should be contacted 
regarding this project. 

 
15.12 The property sold to the Charles Company is outside the approved 

acquisition boundary for the Refuge.  Any development on this site 
would require prior approval from the affected local jurisdictions 
and various resource agencies.  The South Bay Salt Works is in the 
process of relocating its facilities from this property to the ponds 
located to the west of the railroad right-of-way in accordance with 
approved permits from the California Coastal Commission and the 
Service and review from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the 
Regional Water Quality Control Board. 

 
15.13 The preliminary restoration plans included in Alternative D propose 

to restore a minimum of 120 acres of intertidal mudflat habitat 
within the salt ponds, with additional intertidal areas to be restored 
within the Otay River floodplain.  In addition, benthic invertebrates 
would be expected to colonize the 230 acres of managed water that 
would be regulated to provide foraging and roosting habitat for 
migratory shorebirds and waterfowl.  These acreage figures would 
be further refined during subsequent detailed restoration planning. 

 
15.14 Refer to Response 11.28 above. 
 
15.15 Comment noted. 
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15.16 The southern end of Pond 20A is owned by the Unified Port of San 
Diego and is located outside the acquisition boundary of the San 
Diego Bay NWR; therefore, the Service has no authority to direct 
the Port to use this property for a specific purpose.  Should the Port 
decide to restore the pond to coastal wetlands, the draft CCP/EIS 
does describe how restoration of the Otay River floodplain could be 
implemented to facilitate restoration within the lower portion of 
Pond 20A. 

 
15.17  Comment noted. 
 
15.18 The Service has a policy in place to address mosquito control on 

Refuges.  Adherence to this policy and the stipulations included in 
the Compatibility Determination for this activity (Appendix K) 
would limit or avoid adverse effects to Refuge resources.  Currently, 
mosquito control operations on the San Diego Bay NWR, as well as 
in Tijuana Estuary, are conducted by the County of San Diego, 
Department of Environmental Health under the auspices of a 
Refuge Special Use Permit #11681 04006.  Special conditions in the 
permit spell out the protocols all personnel are to follow in 
conducting vector control activities, and all activities are 
implemented under the supervision of the Refuge Manager.   

 
15.19 Comment noted. 
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16.1 The Final CCP/EIS has been revised accordingly. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-89 

   
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
17.1 Comment noted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
17.2 Refer to Response 11.12. 
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17.3 Comment noted. 
 
 
 
 
17.4 You are correct; the purpose of the acquisition was to establish a 

critical link between the coastal marine environment of San Diego 
Bay and the native habitats of the Otay River Valley.  The funds for 
purchasing the Egger-Ghio property came from the California 
Coastal Conservancy, which transferred the money to SWIA in 
order to complete the acquisition and transfer the bulk of the 
property to the National Wildlife Refuge System and a smaller area 
to the City of San Diego. 

 
17.5 Refer to Response 15.4. 
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17.6 Comment noted. 
 
 
 
 
 
17.7 Refer to Responses 15.12 and 15.16 above. 
 
 
 
17.8 Comment noted. 
 
 
 
17.9 Refer to Response 11.39 above. 
 
 
 
17.10  Refer to Response 15.2 above. 
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18.1 We appreciate your recommendations.  However, having considered 

among other factors the mission of the National Wildlife Refuge 
System and the purposes for which the Refuge was established, 
Alternative D was selected as the preferred alternative.  As 
described in Appendix D (CCP Implementation), which has been 
revised in the Final CCP/EIS, restoration under the preferred 
alternative would include monitoring and adaptive management as 
important components of the final restoration design.   

 
18.2 We agree that the salt ponds in their current condition provide 

important resources for a variety of migratory and resident birds. 
 
18.3 Comment noted. 
 
18.4 Although habitat restoration to reverse the trend of historical 

wetland habitat loss in San Diego Bay is an important consideration 
in the development of the San Diego Bay NWR CCP, the “guiding 
principals” in the development of the CCP, as described in Section 
1.2 of the draft CCP/EIS, are to prepare a plan that fulfills the 
mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System (NWRS), achieves 
the Refuge purposes, is consistent with sound fish and wildlife 
management, and maintains the biological integrity, diversity, and 
environmental health of the NWRS. 

 
The Service recognizes the existing value of the salt ponds to a 
variety of migratory and resident birds and has provided 
information regarding current habitat values in Sections 1.10.2 and 
3.4.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS.  It is the intent of the preferred 
alternative to improve habitat values in the south bay for a variety of 
organisms, including many of the migratory and resident bird 
species that currently utilize the foraging, roosting, and nesting  
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habitats provided within the salt works.  It is also our intent to 
sustain the resources of the Refuge and provide ecosystem support 
that is not dependant upon the continuation of the current salt 
operation, as the continuation of the current operation is based on 
several factors that are out of the control of the Service.  Based on 
our best professional judgment and taking into consideration field 
experience, knowledge of the resources, the Refuge’s role in the 
ecosystem, applicable laws, and best available science, Alternative D 
was selected as the preferred alternative.  If implemented, this 
alternative would provide the management direction and long-term 
vision for the Refuge, a vision that would be achieved through 
monitoring and adaptive management.   
 
Developing a long-term vision for the Refuge and completing the 
CCP is just the first step in achieving the Refuge vision.  The CCP is 
designed to make major “programmatic” decisions for the Refuge.  
The details required to implement these proposals would be further 
refined once the major policy and direction decisions are made.  It is 
during subsequent project level planning that additional studies, as 
described in the draft CCP/EIS and further defined in Appendix D 
of the Final CCP/EIS would be implemented, all of the necessary 
permits would be acquired, and final engineering and restoration 
planning would be completed.  Public involvement would continue to 
be an important component of this “step-down” planning process.   
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18.5 We do not agree that all of the scientific studies and evaluations 
associated with project-level analysis of specific restoration projects 
need to be completed in order to select a preferred alternative at the 
programmatic stage of planning.  The draft CCP/EIS includes 
analysis of all issues at a programmatic level, and where adequate 
details regarding a specific proposal are available, project level 
analysis is provided. 

 
18.6 The 1993/1994 avifauna study provides the most comprehensive data 

available regarding bird abundance and diversity within the south 
end of San Diego Bay.  The findings of this study are presented in 
detail in Section 3.4.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS.  Within this discussion 
is information regarding species richness, distribution of specific 
bird guilds within the salt ponds, bird abundance within the 
individual ponds, and specific numbers of birds observed for selected 
species of interest, such as phalaropes and eared grebes.  In 
addition, the impact analysis included in Sections 4.4.2.3.1 and 
4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS provides information regarding the 
types and number of species observed within individual ponds and 
the effects that restoration could have on these species.  In 
recognition of the need to obtain additional baseline data for use in 
subsequent project-level planning, the current avian monitoring 
program will be expanded to include a year-long study of the 
avifauna in south San Diego Bay similar to that conducted in 
1993/1994. 
 

18.7 The focus of the preferred alternative is on managing the Refuge to 
support the recovery of several federally listed species, as well as the 
array of fish, wildlife, and plants that occur within the south bay.  
The focus is not on “one species and one habitat.”  The goals and 
objectives included in Section 2.3.5.2 of the draft CCP/EIS provide 
the direction for how the Refuge should be managed and therefore 
represent the focus of this CCP.  The strategies proposed under the 
preferred alternative are intended to increase the successful 
reproduction of the Refuge’s listed species including the California 
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least tern, light-footed clapper rail, and western snowy plover, 
expand and enhance nesting habitat for ground nesting birds, 
maintain significant numbers of shorebirds, expand habitat for fish 
and invertebrates, and minimize disturbance to wintering waterfowl 
and other migratory birds.  The strategies included in the draft 
CCP/EIS for the light-footed clapper rail and the other listed species 
supported by the Refuge are consistent with the recovery actions 
recommended in the Service’s recovery plans for these species and 
the strategies proposed to support other bird species are consistent 
with various bird conservation plans.  

 

18.8 The potential effects to listed species from implementing Alternative 
D are presented in Section 4.5.2.4 of the draft CCP/EIS.  Refer also 
to Response 10.21.   

 

18.9 Monitoring in accordance with the implementing agreement of the 
MSCP is conducted annually on the Refuge (see Section 2.3.1.1 of 
the draft CCP/EIS).   Specifically, annual monitoring of nesting 
activity at the salt works and D Street Fill is conducted for the 
federally-listed California least tern and western snowy plover and 
other seabirds, such as the elegant tern, that nest at the salt works.  
Annual surveys are also conducted for salt marsh bird’s beak and 
Nuttall’s lotus.  As stated in Response 10.23, the actions proposed 
for this Refuge would have no effect on the County’s MSCP 
responsibilities.   

 

The analysis of the consequences to MSCP covered species such as 
the California least tern, western snowy plover, and elegant tern 
that is provided in the draft CCP/EIS takes into consideration more 
than eight years of California least tern, western snowy plover, and 
ground nesting seabird monitoring data, data compiled from other 
known nesting sites, and our best professional judgment.  The 
proposal to conduct additional baseline surveys and pre- and post- 
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restoration monitoring is an important component of detailed 
restoration planning and does not represent an attempt to defer 
survey work to the future.  Further, the continued collection of data 
under current conditions is not likely to provide a definitive answer 
to the question of how individual species might respond to the 
restoration of the salt ponds.  However, observations made at other 
nesting sites in southern California confirm that ground nesting 
seabirds do not restrict their nesting locations to sites that are 
surrounded by water, nor do they always select sites that are located 
immediately adjacent to water.  We also know from data obtained 
both at this site and at other sites that ground nesting seabird 
diversity and abundance varies from year to year.  A species might 
“abandon” a site either temporarily or for several years due to 
various factors that are unrelated to existing landscape conditions.  
This is the type of data that would be considered during the 
preparation of detailed restoration plans.   

 

18.10 Successful and marginally successful attempts to restore cordgrass 
habitat in Southern California have provided important insight about 
those factors, such as tidal inundation, elevation, slope, soil salinity, 
sediment grain size and organic content, wave force, presence of 
contaminants, and availability of nutrients (Zedler 1984), that 
influence restoration success.  The data and recommendations 
provided from previous projects would be used to develop project-
level restoration plans for the Refuge.  To address this concern at 
the program-level, the draft CCP/EIS states on page 2-74, “Prior to 
final restoration planning, substrate analyses of pond sediments and 
the material to be excavated from the Otay River floodplain would be 
completed to determine the suitability of the sediments for salt 
marsh restoration.  This analysis would consider factors such as 
grain size and salinity levels.  An investigation would also be 
conducted to characterize the extent and type of contamination, if 
any, within the areas to be excavated.”  Similar language is also 
provided on pages 2-89 and 2-90 of the draft CCP/EIS.  The 
susceptibility of the underlying soils to liquefaction has no relevance 
to its suitability for cordgrass restoration. 
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18.11 The need for routine monitoring and occasional maintenance of the 
internal and external levees following breaching is addressed in 
Sections 2.3.2.3 and 2.3.2.4 of the draft CCP/EIS.  Although there 
would always be the potential for levee failure, just as there is today 
under current conditions at the salt works, the final restoration 
design would take into consideration the various factors that could 
trigger such a failure and incorporate, as appropriate, measures to 
minimize such an occurrence.  An example of this is provided on 
page 2-80 of the draft CCP/EIS, where a stone revetment is 
proposed along the southeastern edge of the salt works to protect 
the internal and external levee system from damage due to 
overtopping during a major flood event on the Otay River.  Failure 
of a levee within the brine management area could result in 
temporary impacts to resources within the restored habitat area, 
however, based on the hydrodynamic and salinity transport 
modeling conducted by Philip Williams & Associates to evaluate the 
potential effects of pond breaching on salinity levels in the bay (refer 
to Sections 4.2.2.3.3 and 4.2.2.4.3 of the draft CCP/EIS), it is unlikely 
that any significant adverse impacts to the bay environment would 
result from such a levee failure.   

 
18.12 Chapter 4 of the draft CCP/EIS includes an extensive discussion of 

environmental consequences.  This analysis addresses issues related 
to the physical environment, biological resources, cultural resources, 
and the social and economic environment.  In addition, issues are 
defined in Chapter 2 of the draft CCP/EIS and Table 2-17 provides a 
comparison of the alternatives by issue.  See also Response 10.20. 

 
18.13 Cordgrass habitat within the South San Diego Bay Unit is extremely 

limited due to the extent of habitat modification that has occurred in 
this area over the last 100 years.  Currently, only one or two clapper 
rails occupy the habitat within the Otay River channel upstream of 
the salt works.  Based on experience elsewhere, we believe that if 
additional suitable rail habitat were to be provided in this area, the  
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number of clapper rails would increase.  The importance of restoring 
cordgrass-dominated salt marsh habitat as an appropriate first step 
in the recovery of this species is discussed in the Light-footed 
Clapper Rail Recovery Plan (USFWS 1985).  The primary objective 
of the recovery plan is to increase the species’ breeding population 
by preserving, restoring, and/or creating adequately protected, 
suitably managed wetland habitat consisting of at least 50 percent 
marsh vegetation, and the recovery plan proposes increasing the 
amount of suitable habitat in the vicinity of the Otay River mouth in 
an effort to increase rail numbers in this area (USFWS 1985). 

 
18.14 Page 2-68 of the draft CCP/EIS states  “Depending upon the soil 

characteristics, grain size, and other factors, this material [the 
material excavated from the Otay River floodplain to restore coastal 
wetland habitat] could be exported from the site; placed on those 
areas of the site proposed for upland restoration; used to construct 
the levee that would be relocated to the southern Refuge boundary 
in Pond 20A; and/or used to restore and enhance habitat within the 
salt ponds . . .”  Tables 4-3 and 4-4 in the draft CCP/EIS present the 
estimated truck trips that would occur over the life of the project for 
all potential earthmoving scenarios that could result from the 
implementation of Alternatives C and D, respectively.  In addition, 
Sections 4.7.2.2.3 and 4.7.2.2.4 include a discussion of estimated truck 
trips per day for implementing each alternative.  An analysis of 
potential air quality impacts as they relate to truck traffic, 
excavation, worker commute trips, and vendor trips is presented in 
Sections 4.2.2.3.4 and 4.2.2.4.4 and Appendix H of the draft 
CCP/EIS.  The potential effects of noise on sensitive receptors, as 
well as recommended mitigation measures, are addressed in 
Sections 4.2.2.3.5 and 4.2.2.4.5 of the draft CCP/EIS.  

 
18.15 The geotechnical engineering investigation conducted in the Otay 

River floodplain by GEOCON in 1986 identified the soils conditions 
and geotechnical constraints on the property and made 
recommendations for mitigating the existing soil conditions.  These 
recommendations were intended to be adequate to support industrial  
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development on the site, as well as an associated wetland 
enhancement project proposed for a realigned Otay River.  These 
recommendations were reviewed for applicability to the current 
restoration project and addressed in the draft CCP/EIS.  Based on 
the conclusions in the report, it would appear that all of the site 
conditions related to geotechnical issues can be mitigated for the 
proposed restoration project through proper design and site 
construction.  The specific mitigation measures and appropriate 
construction techniques for the proposed restoration of the Otay 
River floodplain would be determined following completion of the 
additional site analysis that would be conducted during step-down 
restoration planning.  As stated in the draft CCP/EIS on page 4-22, 
“A qualified geologist would review these and other geotechnical 
issues prior to project implementation.” 
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18.16 Dewatering and soil drying prior to compaction, which are typical 
construction practices in floodplains, would occur on upland areas 
within the Otay River floodplain.  Placing, spreading, and 
compacting of fill material would be undertaken with oversight by a 
qualified soils engineer.  No modeling is required to accomplish 
these tasks; however, soil testing would be necessary in order to 
complete final restoration plans.  These are project-level details that 
would be addressed during step-down planning.  The environmental 
consequences of implementing these types of activities are 
addressed in the draft CCP/EIS. 

  
18.17 Liquefaction is a process that occurs during significant ground 

shaking associated with an earthquake, not during a flood event.  
The hazards caused by liquefaction are related to potential 
structural damage to buildings and infrastructure, not to 
undeveloped land.  Ground subsidence could be a concern for 
restoration areas; however, in this case, the geotechnical 
investigations that have been conducted on this site have not 
identified a significant concern related to subsidence.  Additionally, 
the erosion hazard of the soils present within the floodplain is 
described as slight (USDA 1973).  The potential effects of a 
significant storm event are described in Section 4.2.2.3.3 and 
Appendix I of the draft CCP/EIS.  Additional hydrodynamic 
modeling would be conducted during the preparation of detailed 
restoration plans. 

 
18.18 Impacts to the surrounding neighborhood from truck traffic are 

addressed in Sections 4.7.2.2.3 and 4.7.2.2.4 of the draft CCP/EIS.  
Imported soil could come from the adjacent Otay River floodplain 
(which would generate trips internal to the project, creating no 
adverse effects to the surrounding neighborhoods) or could be 
transported onto the site via Main Street, following the same truck 
route currently used to transport salt from the existing salt works. 

 

18.19 We disagree with the statement that sufficient geotechnical 
information is not provided within the draft to conduct an adequate  
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program-level analysis of potential impacts.  As described in Section 
3.3.3.2 of the draft CCP/EIS, several geotechnical engineering 
investigations have been conducted within the South San Diego Bay 
Unit over the years and these investigations provide important 
information regarding surface and subsurface soil conditions, as well 
as provide recommendations relative to the geotechnical engineering 
aspects of future site development.  A more detailed analysis would 
be conducted during project-level restoration planning. 
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18.20 The potential for water quality impacts as a result of implementing 
restoration within the Otay River floodplain is addressed on page 4-
28 of the draft CCP/EIS.  Measures, such as limiting grading 
activity during the rainy season and implementing appropriate Best 
Management Practices (BMPs), that would be implemented to avoid 
or minimize impacts to below a level of significance are also 
discussed.  The specific BMPs to be implemented would be 
determined during detailed restoration planning and in coordination 
with the Regional Water Quality Control Board through the Section 
401 Water Quality Certification process (per Section 401(a) of the 
Clean Water Act).  Page 4-28 of the draft CCP/EIS acknowledges 
the potential presence of contaminated soil and groundwater on the 
site and states that if contamination is verified, remediation or 
removal of the contaminants would be implemented prior to or in 
association with site excavation. 

 

The proposed restoration is intended to restore historic circulation 
patterns in a manner that would not inhibit mixing or promote 
stagnation; no significant alteration of existing water circulation 
patterns is proposed.  Page 4-28 of the draft CCP/EIS states:  “Any 
measures necessary to ensure proper tidal mixing and water 
circulation would be incorporated into final restoration plans.”  The 
long residence time in the south bay is acknowledged in Section 
3.3.6.2 (San Diego Bay) of the draft CCP/EIS.   
 

The implication that cooling water discharge from the South Bay 
Power Plant has a significant effect on water circulation in the south 
bay is incorrect.  The results of modeling conducted to examine the 
environmental factors that influence eelgrass distribution in the 
South Bay revealed that the natural tidal circulation of the bay far 
exceeds the relatively minor influence that the South Bay Power 
Plant has on circulation in the south bay (Merkel & Associates, Inc. 
2000).  Therefore, should the power plant cease to operate, the 
effects to tidal circulation within the bay would be inconsequential.  
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18.21 We agree.  The need to conduct additional studies to characterize the 
type and extent of contaminants present within the Otay River 
floodplain prior to restoration is clearly stated on page 4-28 of the 
draft CCP/EIS.   Appendix D (CCP Implementation) has been 
expanded to delineate the types of studies and baseline data that 
would be obtained prior to completing detailed restoration plans for 
the Otay River floodplain and other portions of the Refuge. 

 
18.22 Restoration of the salt ponds is proposed to improve conditions for 

federally listed species, including the endangered California least 
tern and light-footed clapper rail and the threatened western snowy 
plover.  Additionally, Alternative D proposes to maintain, and in 
some cases enhance, those aspects of the existing salt pond system 
that support nesting seabirds and other migratory birds.  The 
Service agrees that the salt ponds provide important habitat for a 
variety of avian species, however, under current conditions, habitat 
for benthic invertebrates, vegetation, and fish species is extremely 
limited to non-existent in this closed system.  To improve habitat 
quality for all organisms supported within and around the bay, the 
Service proposes to restore the salt ponds.  Final restoration plans 
would take into consideration the results of subsequent studies, and 
monitoring and adaptive management would be incorporated into 
the project design.  

 
As stated in the draft CCP/EIS, discharge from the managed ponds 
into the bay would not exceed 5 ppt above ambient salinity levels.  
The proposed discharge would not result in significant adverse 
effects to water quality within the bay.  
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18.23 The adverse effects of restoration on the different guilds of birds 
that utilize the salt ponds, as well as the potential for increased 
predation, are presented in Sections 4.4.2.3.1 and 4.4.2.4.1 of the 
draft CCP/EIS.  In addition, a predator management plan 
(Appendix M) accompanies the CCP and is intended to address the 
adverse effects of predation on listed species.  
 
Competition for foraging, nesting, and isolated non-vegetated 
roosting areas by shorebirds and seabirds would not increase should 
the number of avian predators increase within the Refuge following 
restoration.  Further, the preferred alternative includes proposals to 
enhance and expand suitable nesting habitat for ground nesting 
birds and improve foraging opportunities adjacent to nesting areas.  

 
18.24 The CCP does assume that intertidal wetlands, including mudflats 

and cordgrass-dominated salt marsh, have a higher value for listed 
species and wildlife in general than do the existing salt ponds.  
Although monitoring shows that some of the salt ponds provide very 
good foraging habitat for certain species of birds, the ponds do not 
provide adequate habitat for fish, bay invertebrates, or aquatic 
vegetation, each of which represents an important food source for 
the various species of shorebirds, waterfowl, and other waterbirds 
that migratory through or reside in the south bay.  Further, there 
are portions of the salt pond complex that provide little, if any, 
habitat value for birds or other wildlife.  Restoration of coastal 
wetlands has been identified as a recovery action for several of the 
listed species supported by the Refuge, including the California least 
tern, light-footed clapper rail, and western snowy plover.  During 
step-down planning, the mix of vegetation types to be provided 
within the restored ponds would be analyzed in greater detail, with 
the intent of ensuring that the objectives described in the CCP for 
listed species, migratory birds, colonial nesting seabirds, and wildlife 
in general will be achieved.    
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18.25 Refer to Response 10.22.  The statement that the salt ponds are 
designated as a Globally Important Bird Area is not entirely 
accurate; the designation applies to the entire South San Diego Bay 
Unit and includes the shallow subtidal and intertidal mudflat 
habitats in the bay, as well as the salt ponds. 

 
18.26 The brine management ponds are proposed to supply forage for a 

specific suite of avian species that rely on the brine invertebrates 
currently available at the salt works to meet their foraging needs.  A 
water management plan, as described on pages 2-93 and 4-59 of the 
draft CCP/EIS, would be prepared in association with the 
completion of detailed restoration plans to establish the operating, 
maintenance, and monitoring activities and associated costs required 
to maintain the water management systems proposed under 
Alternative D.  Refer to Response 11.24 for a discussion of the life 
history requirements of brine invertebrates, and Response 18.11 for 
a discussion of the potential for levee failure.  

 
18.27 Sections 4.3.2.3.1 and 4.3.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS include a 

discussion of the potential impacts to existing habitats that could 
occur as a result of restoring tidal influence within the ponds.  The 
Service has been involved in various coastal restoration projects over 
the past few decades and has significant expertise in such actions.  
We believe that the program-level analysis of the potential outcomes 
of restoration is adequate to enable us to move to the next level of 
project development; preparation of detailed restoration plans. 
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18.28 The issue of levee maintenance is addressed in Response 18.11.  The 

draft CCP/EIS (Section 4.2.2.3.2) also acknowledges that wind and 
tidal action could affect the internal pond levees.  This issue would be 
studied in greater detail during step-down planning.   

 
We do not anticipate the need for maintenance dredging in the ponds 
following breaching due to the limited amount of sediment 
movement and accumulation in San Diego Bay.  Fluvial sediment 
contributions to the bay are limited due to the small number of 
drainages that enter the bay, the fact that many of these drainages 
are controlled by dams, and the generally non-scouring stream 
velocities experienced downstream from the dams (Smith and 
Graham 1977).  Additionally, because sediment is trapped within the 
series of ponds located just to the east of Interstate 5, the majority 
of the sediment generated to the west of the Upper and Lower Otay 
reservoirs never enters the bay.   

 
18.29 The Port acquired the land and equipment used by the salt works in 

1999 with the understanding that salt production on the site could 
eventually be phased out.  Sections 3.6.6 and 4.7.6.2 have been 
revised in the Final CCP/EIS to describe the South Bay Salt Works 
contributions of annual sales tax and lease revenue.  It also notes 
that rent could also be paid to the Service in the future should salt 
production continue beyond 2009. 

 
18.30 Based on our review of the North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA), we disagree that NAFTA imposes any such mitigation 
obligations on the FWS.  As required by NEPA, the draft CCP/EIS 
discloses the economic consequences of eliminating commercial solar 
salt production in the south bay. 
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18.31 As described on page 4-123 of the draft CCP/EIS, Congress 
allocates payments to the counties under the Refuge Revenue 
Sharing Act to partially compensate for the loss of property taxes.  
The fact that there is a commercial operation on the Refuge that 
generates revenue for local and state government above what is 
allocated through the Refuge Revenue Sharing Act is an unusual 
situation that will provide added benefits while the operation exists, 
but does not result in the need for mitigation should the sales tax 
revenue cease to be available. 

 

18.32 No habitat for least terns and snowy plover would be lost as a result 
of implementing Alternative D.  In fact, the proposals included in 
Alternative D are intended to increase the amount of nesting and 
foraging habitat for these species. Refer also to Response 10.21. 

 

18.33 Cost is not one of the factors considered when evaluating 
management alternatives for a CCP.  The factors that are 
considered are described in Response 18.4.  Once an alternative is 
selected as the proposed action, the process of identifying funding to 
implement the various strategies would be initiated.  Potential 
funding sources are described in Appendix D.    

 

18.34 Refer to Response 18.33. 
 
18.35 Water quality impacts have been evaluated at the program-level and 

the Service has coordinated with the Regional Quality Control 
Board, NOAA Fisheries, and California Department of Fish and 
Game regarding our preliminary modeling results related to pond 
breaching.  The impact analysis for this issue is presented in detail in 
Section 4.2.2.3.3 and 4.2.2.4.3 of the draft CCP/EIS.  Additional 
analysis would be implemented in association with the preparation of 
step-down restoration plans and the processing of the required 
discharge permits from the Regional Water Quality Control Board. 
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18.36 In Section 4.2 (Effects to the Physical Environment) of the draft 
CCP/EIS, there are detailed descriptions of how the grading 
proposed to implement restoration within the Otay River floodplain 
and the salt ponds could affect topography, visual quality, geology 
and soils, agricultural resources, hydrology, water quality, air 
quality, and noise.  Sections 4.3 and 4.4 describe how the proposed 
grading would affect habitat and vegetation resources and wildlife 
and fisheries, respectively.  Section 4.5 presents the potential effects 
to listed species.  Section 4.6 describes the potential effects of 
grading on cultural resources and Section 4.7 addresses the potential 
effects to the social and economic environment, including land use, 
traffic circulation (truck traffic), public utilities, public access, and 
odors.  Refer also to Response 18.14 above. 

 
18.37 The information known about potential contamination within the 

Otay River floodplain is presented in detail in Section 3.3.8.3 of the 
draft CCP/EIS and the need to conduct additional studies to 
characterize the type and extent of contaminants present on the site 
and to remove or otherwise remediate the contaminated sediments 
or groundwater prior to or in association with excavation of the site 
is stated on page 4-28 of the draft CCP/EIS. 

 
18.38 The purpose of the brine feasibility assessment was to determine if it 

would be feasible to maintain a brine operation as described in the 
draft CCP/EIS.  The assessment considered the flow rates required 
to provide suitable habitat for brine invertebrates and to dilute the 
brine back to salinity levels no higher than 5 ppt above ambient bay 
levels prior to discharge into the bay.  The modeling indicates that it 
is feasible to achieve these conditions.  Additional modeling would be 
conducted during detailed restoration planning to determine the 
most feasible method, in terms of cost and efficiency that is available 
to achieve the objectives of the managed water component of this 
action.   At the program level, the analysis assumed that discharge 
into the bay would not exceed 5 ppt above ambient bay levels.  Based 
on our current analysis, no significant adverse effects to the bay 
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environment, or to bay water quality, would occur under these 
conditions.  Additional analysis would be conducted in association 
with subsequent step-down restoration planning. 
 

18.39 The use of recent studies is appropriate as the results of these 
studies provide a regional perspective and present information 
relevant to the existing water quality conditions within that portion 
of the Refuge that includes the open waters of the bay.  As discussed 
previously, the information provided is adequate to address the 
potential impacts of the various management alternatives at the 
program-level.  Additional analysis would be conducted as deemed 
appropriate by the Service, the Regional Water Quality Control 
Board, and others during detailed restoration planning. 

 
18.40 Air quality issues are discussed in Section 3.3.7 of the draft 

CCP/EIS and the current national and state ambient air quality 
standards are provided in Appendix G.  The emission rates, 
including those for lead, that must be evaluated for Federal Actions 
are stated on page 3-21.  Sections 4.2.2.3.4 and 4.2.2.4.4 describe how 
the air quality calculations were conducted, the assumptions that 
were made, and the results of the calculations.  Lead emissions were 
not analyzed as leaded gasoline is no longer produced and therefore 
lead emissions from gasoline-powered motor vehicles have been 
eliminated.  Diesel fuel does not contain lead, so lead emissions from 
diesel-powered construction vehicles is also not an issue.  Cumulative 
air quality impacts are addressed in the draft in Section 4.9.2.1. 

 
18.41 Comment noted. 
 
18.42 The Service recognizes the contributions of the current salt 

operation to Refuge resources and agrees that regardless of the 
management direction, implementation must occur in a manner that 
will achieve the Refuge purposes, goals, and objectives. 

 
18.43 Comment noted.  A phased approach to restoration is described in 

revised Appendix D of the Final CCP/EIS. 
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18.44 The suggestions for restoration phasing are noted.  We agree that 
restoration should be implemented in association with monitoring 
and adaptive management, as addressed in revised Appendix D. 

 
18.45 Several meetings were held to discuss project phasing and other 

aspects of the project. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-112 

   
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
18.46 Submission of the attachment is acknowledged. 
 
 
18.47 Refer to Response 18.44 above. 
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18.48 Responses to these verbal comments are addressed in Responses 

39.12 – 39.21. 
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19.1 The potential effects to ground nesting seabird and shorebird 
habitat as a result of implementing Alternative D are described in 
Sections 4.4.2.3.1 and 4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS.  As described in 
the draft CCP/EIS, Alternative D is intended to expand seabird 
nesting and shorebird foraging habitat, therefore, we do not concur 
that implementation of Alternative D would have significant adverse 
effects on seabird or shorebird habitat within the south bay. 

 
19.2 The benefits to birds that are provided by the salt ponds are 

addressed in Sections 3.4.1.3 and 3.4.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS.  
Section 4.4 of the draft CCP/EIS provides a detailed analysis of the 
potential effects, both adverse and beneficial, to fish, benthic 
invertebrates, habitat quality, and birds and other wildlife that could 
result from converting some or all of the salt ponds to intertidal 
habitat.  The need for additional studies prior to completing detailed 
restoration plans is acknowledged in the draft CCP/EIS and 
described in detailed in revised Appendix D of the Final CCP/EIS. 

 
19.3 A phased approach to restoration of the salt ponds is addressed in 

Section 2.3.2.4 and Appendix D of the draft CCP/EIS and further 
described in revised Appendix D of the Final CCP/EIS. 

 
Ideally, restoration of the Otay River floodplain and the salt pond 
complex would occur as one comprehensive project, as this would 
reduce costs and allow grading to be balanced on-site.  However, 
because the timing of restoration is dependent upon the availability 
of funding, such a comprehensive approach may not be possible.  
Fortunately, restoration of one of these areas is not dependent upon 
the restoration of the other.  Monitoring and adaptive management 
can be incorporated into each of the projects’ final restoration 
design. 
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Finally, the lessons learned during the restoration of the Otay River 
floodplain would not be fully transferable to the restoration design 
for the salt pond complex.    Therefore, there is no basis for 
assuming that restoration of the Otay River floodplain would be the 
logical first phase of restoration within the Refuge.  
 

19.4 The Service has reviewed the analysis and conclusions included in 
the draft CCP/EIS in light of the various comments received during 
the public review and comment period.  As a result, revisions/ 
corrections have been made in the Final CCP/EIS to address 
specific concerns and/or to clarify intent.   

 
The intent of the statement in the comment letter regarding the 
consideration of other locations for potential restoration of salt 
marsh habitat is unclear.  The CCP recommends salt marsh 
restoration in various locations throughout the Refuge.  Those areas 
that are not proposed for coastal wetland restoration represent 
either native upland habitat, or in the case of the western end of the 
D Street Fill, represent an area important for seabird nesting.  
There are no other areas within the Refuge boundary available for 
salt marsh restoration.  The purpose of the CCP is to prepare a 
management plan for the Refuge.  We have no authority to suggest 
restoration proposals for properties located outside of the Refuge 
boundary.            
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20.1 We believe that there is adequate information available today to 

disclose and evaluate, at the program-level, the potential 
environmental consequences of converting the existing commercial 
salt ponds to a combination of coastal wetland habitat and managed 
saline ponds to provide habitat for shorebirds, waterbirds, and 
waterfowl, as described in the CCP.  The restored ponds would 
provide a combination of subtidal, intertidal mudflat, and salt marsh 
habitat to optimize support for a diverse community of avian and 
other wildlife resources, with specific acreages of each type of 
habitat to be determined during the next step in restoration 
planning.  We agree that additional baseline data and analysis of that 
data would benefit the detailed restoration planning for the South 
San Diego Bay Unit.  Assuming the preferred alternative is adapted 
as the proposed action, we plan to fully consider the results of 
ongoing salt pond restoration studies being conducted by PRBO 
Conservation Science and others for San Francisco Bay and 
elsewhere in developing specific project-level restoration plans for 
the salt ponds in San Diego Bay. 
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20.2 Restoration of the Otay River floodplain alone would convert a 
minimum of 60 acres of disturbed upland habitat to tidally influenced 
wetland habitat, providing significant new acreage of foraging 
habitat for shorebirds.  In addition, restoration of the salt ponds 
would provide a minimum of 125 acres of intertidal mudflat habitat 
and approximately 275 acres of ponds which would be managed to 
accommodate shorebird foraging during migration.  Because of the 
relatively small size of the San Diego salt pond complex 
(approximately 1,000 acres), the proximity of extensive intertidal 
areas immediately to the north of the salt ponds, the extent of new 
habitat that would be provided adjacent to these existing intertidal 
areas, and the existing depths of the salt ponds in San Diego Bay, we 
do not believe that the predicted declines in shorebird numbers for 
the San Francisco Bay salt pond complex is directly comparable to 
either the pre- or post-restoration conditions in San Diego Bay.  In 
fact, we believe that shorebirds would benefit from the proposed 
changes in habitat type within this Refuge Unit.  

 
20.3 Information regarding current use of the San Diego Bay salt ponds 

by phalaropes is provided in Section 3.4.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS 
and the environmental consequences of salt pond conversion on this 
species are addressed in Sections 4.4.2.3.1 and 4.4.2.4.1. 

 
20.4 The significant benefit to snowy plovers described under 

Alternatives C and D should have addressed foraging opportunities 
for plover chicks.  Under both of these alternatives, enhancements to 
the existing levees would be made to improve access for chicks to 
existing and new foraging areas (intertidal mudflats and managed 
ponds).  The Summary of Potential Effects has been revised to state 
“Expanded nesting and improved chick foraging opportunities would 
provide significant benefits.” Currently, snowy plover fledgling 
success is poor at the salt works and use of the existing levees for 
nesting by adult pairs is very limited.  It should be noted that the 
salt ponds used by snowy plovers in San Francisco Bay are very 
different from the salt ponds in San Diego Bay as extensive areas of  
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dry salt pan and unvegetated sand flats are not present in the San 
Diego Bay salt ponds.  Additionally, the levees at San Diego Bay are 
space limiting to snowy plovers due to competition from the variety 
of other seabirds and shorebirds that use the levees for nesting.  The 
intent of the proposals in Alternatives C and D is to provide 
additional nesting habitat within the salt pond complex and 
enhanced access from nesting areas to foraging areas.  We believe 
the actions included in the preferred alternative to address snowy 
plover fledgling success would result in significant benefits to this 
species.  Section 4.5.2.4 of the Final CCP/EIS has been revised to 
provide a more detailed discussion of how the remaining ponds 
would be managed in relation to snowy plovers.  

 
20.5 Monitoring of the physical and biological conditions of the ponds 

following restoration is addressed for the preferred alternative in 
Section 2.3.2.4 of the draft CCP/EIS.  In addition, the need for pre- 
and post-restoration monitoring is presented in revised Appendix D 
(CCP Implementation) of the Final CCP/EIS. 

 
20.6 Refer to Responses 11.7 and 20.1. 
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21.1 The CCP, once approved, will provide guidance on how the Refuge 

should be managed over the next fifteen years, as well as provide a 
vision for achieving the Refuge purposes.  As stated in draft 
CCP/EIS, the EIS is intended to address all proposed actions at the 
program level.  However, where adequate information is available 
about a proposed action, such as predator management, the analysis 
is intended to provide project level review.  Most of the restoration 
proposals included in the preferred alternatives for the Sweetwater 
Marsh and South San Diego Bay Units will require additional “step-
down” planning to more fully develop the restoration design.  This 
step-down planning process includes public involvement and 
requires completion of appropriate environmental compliance 
documents.  As stated in the draft, “the extent of analysis provided 
for each restoration proposal reflects the level of detail currently 
available for the specific restoration or enhancement proposal.”  Also 
on page 2-87 of the draft CCP/EIS there is a discussion of the need 
for step-down planning prior to implementation of the restoration 
proposals including within the preferred alternative.  To further 
clarify the purpose and intent of the CCP/EIS, the Reader’s Guide, 
Section 1.3, and Appendix D (CCP Implementation) have been 
revised in the Final CCP/EIS.  In addition, Appendix D has been 
expanded to describe how restoration could be implemented through 
a phased approach that incorporates monitoring and adaptive 
management.  Revised Appendix D also describes the various steps 
that would be implemented prior to approving final restoration plans 
for the Refuge.  These steps include the completion of additional 
technical studies and the gathering of updated baseline data. 
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21.2 To achieve the CCP objectives related to the salt pond restoration 
proposals in Alternative C or Alternative D, it would be essential to 
work closely with the operator of the salt works to ensure the 
continued production of salt within the remaining ponds.  Appendix 
D of the Final CCP/EIS has been revised to include a salt pond 
restoration phasing plan that could be implemented under 
Alternative D.    

 
With respect to the need for additional analysis and permits before 
implementing the proposal to manage water in some of the salt 
ponds, the draft CCP/EIS (Alternative D, Habitat Restoration) 
states that additional modeling and analysis, including the 
development of a water management plan, would be required to 
address water management in the absence of salt production.  This 
analysis would be coordinated with the appropriate regulatory 
agencies.  Once the design is completed and a detailed design of the 
water management plan is available, the public process of obtaining 
the necessary permits and approvals would occur. 

 
21.3 During our evaluation of alternatives, we considered the important 

benefits that the salt ponds currently provided to a wide variety of 
bird species, as well as the benefits that salt pond restoration would 
provide not only to birds, but also to fish, benthic invertebrates, 
other wildlife, and plants.  We believe that the preferred alternative 
includes a variety of components to meet the needs of most, if not all, 
of the bird species currently supported by the salt ponds and 
associated levees, while also providing habitat for the variety of 
organisms that rely on the natural habitats of the bay for survival.  A 
full accounting of the consequences to biological resources of 
converting the salt ponds to intertidal and salt marsh habitat is 
presented in Section 4.3, 4.4, and 4.5 of the draft CCP/EIS. 

 
21.4 The need to conduct additional baseline studies in the salt ponds 

prior to completion of a detailed restoration plan has been added to 
Appendix D (CCP Implementation) of the Final CCP/EIS.  The life 
history requirements of brine shrimp and brine flies are well  
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documented in the literature.  Any additional information that is 
required will be compiled during the development of detailed 
restoration plans. 

 
21.5 All available information regarding bird use of tidal and non-tidal 

habitats within the Refuge is included in Sections 3.4.4.1, 4.4.2.3.1, 
and 4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS.  Additional information would be 
acquired as a result of subsequent studies to be conducted at the salt 
works in accordance with revised Appendix D of the Final CCP/EIS.  

 
21.6 Refer to Response 21.1 above. 
 
21.7 The Service believes that all of the alternatives evaluated in the draft 

CCP/EIS are consistent with the goals of the Refuge and the 
purposes for which each Refuge Unit was established.  As stated in 
the draft CCP/EIS, some alternatives would provide greater 
benefits for listed species (the primary Refuge purpose) than others.  
It is the intent of the Service to implement management actions that 
will improve habitat conditions for listed species, while also 
providing habitat to support the other migratory and resident 
species found on the Refuge.  

 
21.8 Comments noted. 
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21.9 Refer to Responses 6.2, 10.20, and 21.1 above. 
 
 
 
21.10 Comments noted. 
 
 
 
 
21.11  Comment noted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-124 

   
 

 

21.12 Although the Port currently funds endangered species monitoring 
and predator management on the D Street Fill, the statement in the 
draft CCP/EIS is not incorrect; monitoring and predator 
management are primary management activities that occur on the 
Sweetwater Marsh Unit.  Additional discussion regarding the Port’s 
participation in predator management is provided in Section 2.2.2.1 
(Predator Management Plan) of the draft CCP/EIS.   

 
21.13 This paragraph has been revised in the Final CCP/EIS to include a 

discussion of limited guided tours around the salt ponds.  The other 
uses noted in the comment do not occur within the current Refuge 
boundary and are not uses managed by Refuge staff.  More detailed 
information about existing public uses on the Refuge is provided in 
Section 2.3.2.1 (Public Use Program) of the draft CCP/EIS. 

 
21.14 All aspects of the draft CCP/EIS, including the vision, goals, and 

objectives, are considered draft proposals until the Final CCP is 
approved.  The public comment period provided an opportunity for 
the public to address any and all proposals described in the draft. 

 
The Refuge Vision was prepared to address the entire San Diego 
Bay NWR, which includes the Sweetwater Marsh and South San 
Diego Bay Units.  The reference to expanses of cordgrass-dominated 
salt marsh applies to both Refuge Units.  The vision does not specify 
the amount of cordgrass to be restored, nor does it state where the 
cordgrass would be provided.  There are opportunities for cordgrass 
restoration within the Otay River floodplain, as well as the salt 
ponds.  In accordance with the Refuge purpose, which is to conserve 
federally listed endangered and threatened species, the Refuge 
vision includes restoring habitat to support the endangered light-
footed clapper rail.  The Refuge purpose and the desire to improve 
conditions for the light-footed clapper rail have been communicated 
to the public on numerous occasions, including within the 
Environmental Assessment prepared for the establishment of the 
South San Diego Bay Unit (USFWS 1999).  
  



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-125 

   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

21.15 You are correct; the statement should have said the largest 
remaining area of intertidal mudflat habitat in the bay.  Because the 
statement is not essential to the discussion, it has been removed in 
Final CCP/EIS. 

 
21.16 The habitat value of the salt ponds does not change the fact that the 

area now occupied by the ponds historically supported native shallow 
subtidal, intertidal mudflat, and salt marsh habitat.  The value of the 
ponds to an array of bird species is addressed elsewhere in the 
document. 

 
21.17 The benefits to birds that are provided by the salt ponds are 

addressed in detail in Sections 3.4.1.3 and 3.4.4.1 of the draft 
CCP/EIS, as well as noted in the paragraphs that precede 
paragraph 3 on page 1-33.  We do not agree that the salt ponds 
provide higher value habitat for migratory birds than do the native 
habitats of intertidal mudflat and coastal salt marsh.   

 
21.18   This addition has been made to the text. 
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21.19 The Service does not have the authority to commit future funds, only 
the United States Congress has that authority.  The Refuge 
Complex can however propose specific activities for inclusion in the 
Refuge Operating Needs System (RONS) and Maintenance 
Management System (MMS).  Appendix D (CCP Implementation) of 
the Final CCP/EIS describes and prioritizes the various actions 
proposed in the CCP for the preferred alternative.  It should be 
noted that once the National City Marina is opened, predator 
management activities on the D Street Fill will be funded through 
the Port for the life of the marina. 

   
21.20    Comment noted. 
 

21.21 As a program-level EIS, the level of analysis is limited to the 
information available.  Page 2-21 of the draft CCP/EIS states “the 
details of how and when these proposals would be implemented 
would be further defined in a future step-down HMP” (Habitat 
Management Plan).  According to Service policy, the HMP "steps 
down" the direction provided in a CCP to provide refuge managers 
specific guidance for the implementation of habitat management 
strategies.  Preparation of HMPs is an open process involving the 
public and other interested parties. 

 
21.22 Based on the nest site data for the years 2003 through 2005 (and 

initial data for 2006), the majority of the least tern nest sites are 
concentrated near the center of the D Street Fill.  In addition, snowy 
plovers have not nested on this site since 2000 when one nest was 
observed.  The habitat enhancement proposals for the D Street Fill 
in Alternatives B and C are intended to increase the habitat quality 
of this portion of the Fill for these two ground nesting birds.  Based 
on the data, the existing conditions in the area proposed for 
enhancement are not providing favorable nesting habitat for least 
terns or snowy plovers (refer to Figure 3-13 in the Final CCP/EIS). 

 
 
 



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-127 

   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Enhancement activities would involve vegetation removal, improved 
access to the adjacent tidal areas, enhancement of nesting substrate 
where appropriate, and installation of new fencing to reduce human 
disturbance and mammalian predation.  These strategies are 
proposed to support the plan objective of increasing productivity for 
least terns and reestablishing snowy plover nesting at this site. 

 
21.23 Under Alternative C, the Refuge’s 55.5-acre D Street Fill site would 

include 33 acres of upland managed for nesting California least terns 
and western snowy plovers and 13 acres of restored intertidal 
habitat.  An additional eight acres of uplands would be retained to 
provide access to the nesting site and to protect sensitive plant 
species.  Portions of this eight-acre area would also be available for 
nesting by various ground nesting birds.  In total, the D Street Fill 
would support about 45 acres of potential nesting habitat with at 
least 33 acres provided on the Refuge and an additional 12 acres 
provided on the adjacent Port property.  As of the 2005 nesting 
season, less than ten acres of Refuge land on the D Street Fill are 
being used by least terns for nesting and snowy plovers have not 
nested at this site since 2000.  The amount of acreage available to 
these species at the D Street Fill under current or future conditions 
is not considered a limiting factor; however, the quality of available 
nesting habitat, the distance from and accessibility to appropriate 
foraging areas, current predation levels, and the amount of lighting 
and other human-related disturbances are all factors that could be 
limiting the use of this area by terns and plovers.  The intent of the 
preferred alternative is to improve the quality of this area for 
nesting in an effort to increase the number of nest and fledging 
productivity.  Tidal restoration would be designed to complement the 
adjacent nesting area by providing appropriate foraging areas in 
proximity to nesting and establishing and maintaining access routes 
for snowy plover chicks and adults from the adjacent nesting area.  
A minimum of 33 acres of new nesting habitat would be provided 
within the salt pond complex, which would more than compensate for 
any loss of 13 acres of potential nesting habitat at the D Street Fill.  
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21.24 Refer to Response 21.23 above. 
 
21.25 Comment noted. 
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21.26 The Sweetwater Marsh Unit objective for least terns on has been 
revised to address productivity rather than simply relying on 
numbers of nesting pairs.  The revised objective is to maintain a 15-
year average of at least one fledged chick per least tern nest on the 
D Street Fill. The objective for western snowy plovers has been 
revised to state that the proposed enhancements should achieve one 
fledged chick per male snowy plover averaged over a 15-year period, 
with at least 20 nests established annually within five years of 
implementing the proposed enhancements. Funding concerns are 
addressed in Response 21.19 above. 

 
21.27 The proposal to increase foraging habitat for least terns is included 

in the No Action Alternative because it is one of the terms and 
conditions of the biological opinion issued for the agreement to 
exchange the Naval Training Center least tern nesting site for the 
salt works site.  (This exchange resulted in the establishment of the 
Refuge.)  This action must be implemented regardless of which 
alternative is selected.  Specifically, the biological opinion states that 
habitat enhancement, including expansion of tern foraging habitat 
and enhancement of nesting substrate shall be implemented to 
minimize incidental take of the California Least Tern.  Substrate 
enhancement began several years ago, with the requirement for 
increased foraging habitat still to be implemented.  A discussion of 
terms and conditions of the biological opinion has been added to 
Section 1.6.3 of the Final CCP/EIS.   Additional planning, involving 
preparation of a step-down restoration plan and public outreach, will 
be conducted prior to implementing any proposal to restore all or a 
portion of Pond 28 or 29 to shallow subtidal habitat.  
 
As stated in Response 21.1, the draft CCP/EIS is a programmatic 
document intended to analyze proposed actions on a conceptual level, 
except in those cases where sufficient information is available to 
provide project-specific analysis.  All subsequent step-down plans 
will be evaluated in accordance with NEPA and processed in 
accordance with the Service’s CCP Policy. 
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21.28 The discussion of the various scenarios related to the future of the 
salt works was included under the No Action Alternative, because it 
would be misleading to imply that the Service has complete control 
over the fate of the salt works.  Even if the No Action Alternative 
were to be adopted as the proposed project, there is the potential 
that the salt works would cease to operate as described in Section 
2.3.2.1 of the draft CCP/EIS.  We do however agree that prior to 
implementing any actions that would change the existing conditions 
within the salt ponds, further analysis and planning would be 
necessary.  We also agree that a discharge permit would be required 
if any such actions resulted in the discharge of water into the bay.   

 
21.29 The discussion of public access on page 2-51 relates to physical 

access onto the Refuge.  The discussion of visual access is included 
on page 2-52 of the draft CCP/EIS under Wildlife Observation and 
Photography.  That discussion has been revised to reference visual 
access from the Biological Study Area. 

 
21.30 Pages 2-57 through 2-62 of the draft CCP/EIS include a detailed 

discussion of how the nesting sites would be created.  Additionally, 
this section describes the magnitude of fill material that would be 
required to create nesting areas ranging from 5.5 to approximately 
8.0 acres in size, as well as the anticipated construction methods, 
recommended slope gradients, and substrate capping requirements. 
An analysis of the environmental consequences of creating these 
nesting areas is provided in Sections 4.2.2.2, 4.3.2.2, 4.4.2.2, 4.5.2.2, 
4.6.2.3, 4.7.1.2.2, 4.7.2.2.2, 4.7.3.2.2, 4.7.4.2.2, 4.7.6.2, and 4.7.7.2.2 of 
the draft CCP/EIS. 

 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-131 

   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

21.31 The text has been revised to state that Pond 20 would be maintained 
in a manner that would support snowy plover nesting under 
Alternatives B and C, while under Alternative D, any one of a 
number of ponds or portions of ponds could be managed to provide 
nesting habitat for plovers.  Because Alternatives B and C assume 
that salt production would continue, Pond 20 provides the only 
feasible location for controlling water levels during the nesting 
season.  The intent of this proposal under Alternatives B and C is to 
lower the water level in Pond 20 during the nesting season to provide 
exposed areas for plover nesting, while other areas of the pond 
which still contain shallow areas of brine water that would continue 
to support brine invertebrates, providing a food source for the 
plovers during the nesting season.  The conditions of the levee slopes 
would have no relevance since nesting and foraging habitat would be 
provided within the same pond.  American avocets and black-necked 
stilts, which already nest in this pond on an annual basis, no not 
appear to be adversely affected by predation as a result of the 
proximity of the access road, utility poles, and fencing to this pond.  
Additionally, much of the pond is located well away from this 
infrastructure, therefore, these facilities are not expected to reduce 
the quality of potential nesting habitat within the pond for plovers.  
The benefits of managing water levels in this pond for plovers and 
other avian species would be evaluated based on data obtained 
during annual monitoring.  If this strategy proves to be ineffective, 
then we could simply cease to manage water levels in this pond.   

 
21.32 Implementation of patrols within the bay would involve existing law 

enforcement personnel; however, this activity would only be 
implemented if funds are provided to acquire and maintain a patrol 
boat and other ancillary equipment.  Revised Appendix D (CCP 
Implementation) identifies the need for funding to implement the 
patrol of Refuge waters to reduce wildlife disturbance.  The need for 
signage, fencing, and a monofilament outreach program is also 
addressed in Appendix D. 
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21.33 Analysis of the restoration options for the Otay River floodplain took 
into consideration the results of preliminary hydrodynamic modeling 
(described in Section 4.2.2.3.3 of the draft CCP/EIS) conducted by 
Philip Williams and Associates for each restoration option, the 
topographic data for the site that was compiled by Ducks Unlimited,  
the preliminary engineering work conducted by Ducks Unlimited to 
estimate cut and fill volumes for each restoration options, and the 
results of previous geotechnical surveys conducted on the site.  
Refer also to Response 21.1. 

 
21.34 We appreciate these suggests and recommend that you continue to 

be involved in the next step of restoration planning, when detailed 
restoration plans for this area would be developed.   
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21.35 Restoration of the primary ponds would result in changes to existing 
habitat values in the salt works; however, we do not agree that the 
introduction of tidal influence into these ponds to restore intertidal 
habitat and associated tidal channels would represent a significant 
adverse effect as it relates to habitat quality or avian species 
abundance or diversity.  Refer also to Responses 10.5, 10.23, 18.28, 
and 19.1. 

 
Information regarding the anticipated size of proposed breaches, the 
potential need for bridges and/or levee protection, and long-term 
levee monitoring and maintenance requirements is presented on 
pages 2-79 through 2-80 of the draft CCP/EIS.  As stated previously, 
this preliminary information is provided to allow for impact 
assessment at the program-level; these preliminary proposals would 
be evaluated and likely refined during subsequent detailed 
restoration planning.  No dredging of the existing mudflats is 
proposed and pond breaching is not anticipated to result in 
significant adverse effects as a result of the creation of any small 
tidal channels through the existing mudflats.  This issue would 
however be further analyzed during step-down planning.  Any 
changes to the existing mudflats that might occur would be more 
than offset by the restoration of similar habitat within the ponds.    
 
This alternative includes provisions to increase the available nesting 
habitat within the salt pond complex by approximately 18 acres, 
therefore, any reduction in nesting habitat due to the need for levee 
breaching or levee protection would be offset by the proposal to 
provide these new nesting areas.    

 
21.36 Comment noted.  Refer also to Response 21.35 above.  
 
21.37 The need to temporarily or permanently realignment of the bike 

path that extends down Saturn Boulevard would be determined 
during detailed restoration planning for the Otay River floodplain.   
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The right-of-way to be used to extend the Bayshore Bikeway from 
Main Street to 13th Street is not located within the Refuge; 
therefore, the construction of this project is not addressed in the 
CCP/EIS.  The City of San Diego, which is the lead agency for this 
project, is currently preparing an Environmental Impact Report to 
address this project. 

 
21.38 Refer to Responses 14.4, 18.7, and 21.3. 
 
21.39 The water management component of Alternative D is addressed at 

the program level in this document.  As stated on page 2-91 of the 
draft CCP/EIS, the proposed brine management system was 
modeled to assess the feasibility of maintaining the desired salinity 
levels in the ponds and the feasibility of adequately reducing the 
salinity levels to facilitate discharge in the bay.  The modeling 
results indicated that such a system could be designed to meet these 
objectives.  This discussion goes on to state that additional modeling 
and analysis would be conducted as part of final engineering design.  
Similarly, on page 2-93, the discussion of management of bay water 
levels in other ponds includes the proposal to develop a water 
management plan in association with the preparation of final 
engineering and restoration plans.  This water management plan 
would address among other factors the operation and maintenance 
of the system and initial and long-term monitoring of the system.  

 
21.40 As indicated in Section 5.2.1.7 of the draft CCP/EIS, we have been 

coordinating with the Regional Water Quality Control Board on the 
issue of levee breaching.  All of the data currently available on this 
topic has been shared with Regional Board staff, as well as the 
California Department of Fish and Game and NOAA Fisheries.  We 
propose to continue to work with these agencies during the next step 
in restoration planning, when additional studies would be designed 
and data collected to address the potential effects of levee breaching 
on bay resources.   Refer also to Response 11.17. 
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21.41 Implementation of Alternative D would result in the restoration of at 

least 60 acres of wetland habitat within the Otay River floodplain.  
This component of the restoration plan would more than offset any 
loss of existing wetland habitat within the salt ponds as a result of 
providing new nesting areas.  Restoring tidal influence to a salt pond 
does not result in the loss of wetlands; therefore, no compensation 
for wetland loss is required for this action. 

 
21.42 The discussion of the three scenarios has been revised in the Final 

CCP/EIS, and a discussion of how salt pond restoration could be 
phased under Scenario 2 has been added to Appendix D in the Final 
CCP/EIS.  

 
21.43 We agree and the issue of potential disturbance during migration as 

a result of opening an interpretive trail around Pond 28 is addressed 
as follows in Section 4.4.2.4 of the draft CCP/EIS, “To ensure that 
disturbance impacts are minimal, use of the trail would be monitored 
periodically during fall and spring migration.  If disturbance levels 
are found to be higher than anticipated, use of the trail would be 
regulated in a manner that would reduce disturbance to an 
acceptable level.  Various approaches could include closing the trail 
during fall and spring migration, closing the trail during low tide, or 
only permitting trail use on weekends.  The specific approach would 
be determined based on the level of disturbance identified.”  
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21.44 The rationale statements provided for each objective described in 
Chapter 2 relate to the overall intent of the objective (which is 
presented in bold italics following the objective number) rather 
than the measured objective described below the summary 
statement.  These rationale statements provide factual information 
about historic and existing conditions, adapted policies, recovery 
plan recommendation, recommendations of other conservation plans, 
and Refuge goals and purposes.  We do not agree that these 
statements favor one alternative over another.  Each alternative 
would meet to some degree the intent of this summary objective.  

 
21.45 Comment noted.  Refer to Responses 10.5 and 21.41. 
 
21.46 This objective for least terns on the South San Diego Bay Unit has 

been revised to address productivity rather than nesting pairs.  The 
revised objective is to maintain a 15 year average of at least one 
fledged chick per nest within the salt pond complex.   

 
21.47 Reproductive success of least terns is closely related to the 

availability of suitable undisturbed nesting sites, as well as nearby 
waters with adequate supplies of appropriately sized foraging fish.  
The least tern will typically travel farther and capture larger fish 
when feeding itself, but when feeding newly hatched chicks, the least 
tern must capture very small fish and make frequent trips to nearby 
shallows (Massey 1988, Cimberg and Dock 1988, Keane 1996).  The 
reintroduction of tidal influence into portions of the salt ponds would 
provide additional habitat for fish, particularly smaller fish, in 
proximity to the salt pond levees.  Although some fish are trapped in 
Ponds 10 and 11 when bay water is introduced into them as part of 
the salt making process, the fish densities are not comparable to 
those that would occur under tidal conditions.  The Service believes 
that the provision of new foraging areas (restored ponds) in 
proximity to existing and future least tern nesting sites within the 
salt pond complex is necessary in order to achieve increased least 
tern reproductive success at this site.  
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21.48 This objective for snowy plovers has been revised to address both 
productivity and numbers of nests.  We do not agree that an 
objective involving 20 snowy plover nests is unrealistic.  The intent of 
the various strategies included within the preferred alternative (e.g.,   
improving nesting and foraging habitat within the salt pond 
complex) is to encourage new snowy plover nesting activity that will 
eventually result in increased productivity within the San Diego Bay 
NWR.    

 
21.49 With the exception of some avifauna, such as phalaropes and grebes 

that feed on brine invertebrates while swimming, most of the 
shorebirds that forage on brine invertebrates in the salt ponds can 
only do so along the edges of the ponds or within those portions of 
the ponds that are shallow enough to accommodate foraging.  At 
present, the water levels in the ponds are controlled to accommodate 
commercial salt production, not avian foraging.  Therefore, large 
portions of the 600 or so acres of ponds that have conditions 
favorable for brine invertebrate production are unavailable for 
foraging by many of the species of migratory birds observed in the 
south bay.  Under the preferred alternative, restoring tidal influence 
to a portion of the pond system would increase foraging 
opportunities for many shorebirds within the ponds during lower 
tides.  A minimum of 120 acres of salt ponds would be restored to 
intertidal mudflat, with additional tidal flats located along the tidal 
channels that would be present in areas restored to salt marsh.  An 
additional 275 acres of foraging habitat would be provided within the 
managed ponds and the water levels within these ponds would be 
controlled to facilitate avian foraging.  All of these actions would 
increase shorebird foraging opportunities over what is currently 
available within the salt ponds.  During the preparation of detailed 
restoration plans for this area, the Service would seek input from 
experts who can assist in designing a water management system 
that would maximize such foraging opportunities.  Data from 
ongoing studies, such as one in the Mojave Desert that is examining 
how salt ponds can be managed to support invertebrate production 
for migratory birds, could help us achieve this objective. 
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21.50 Refer to Response 21.49. 
 
21.51 The information that is available regarding the geology and soil 

types present within the ponds is provided on page 3-8 of the draft 
CCP/EIS and the need to sample and characterize the sediments 
within ponds is provided on page 3-24.  Additional analysis of ponds 
sediments would be conducted prior to completion of final 
restoration plans.  Appendix D (CCP Implementation) has been 
revised to more clearly present the types of studies and data that 
would be completed during subsequent step-down planning. 

 
21.52 The graphic has been revised in the Final CCP/EIS. 
 
21.53 The text in the Final CCP/EIS has been revised to more specifically 

describe the properties that are subject to inundation.  These 
properties, which are illustrated in Figure 2-5 of Appendix I 
(Hydrodynamic Modeling Analysis), include the mobile home park to 
the south of the Refuge, the parking lots near Home Depot, Swiss 
Park, and areas in the vicinity of Palm Avenue and 19th Street.  One 
such flood event, which affected homes and businesses in the vicinity 
of Palm Avenue and 19th Street, occurred in February 1983 (City of 
San Diego 1988).  With respect to levee overtopping, the modeling 
conducted by Rick Engineering (1987) and Philip Williams and 
Associates, Ltd. (2003) both indicate that the salt pond levees are 
subject to overtopping during a 20-year or greater flood event.  No 
such events have occurred in recent times. 
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21.54 The intent here was to state that the salt marsh and intertidal 
mudflat habitat included within the boundaries of the salt works was 
eliminated upon the creation of the ponds.  This paragraph has been 
revised to clarify the intent. 

 
21.55 The paragraph has been revised in the Final CCP/EIS to state that 

the Refuge, which includes both natural wetland habitats and a 
system of salt ponds, protects habitats essential to the migratory 
birds of the Pacific Flyway.  The statement that the salt ponds have 
been designated as a Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve 
Network (WHSRN) site and a Globally Important Bird Area is not 
entirely accurate.   It is more appropriate to state that the entire 
south end of San Diego Bay is designated a WHSRN site.  The 
habitats included in this WHSRN site, as described on the Manomet 
webpage (http://www.manomet.org/WHSRN/viewsite.php?id=52), 
consist of the open waters of the bay, tidal mudflats, coastal salt 
marsh, salt ponds, dikes, sub-tidal habitats, and channelized 
river/riparian habitats.  The Globally Important Bird Area 
designation also applies to the entire South San Diego Bay Unit.  
The site is recognized for providing habitat for globally significant 
numbers of nesting gull-billed terns and continentally significant 
numbers of Caspian Terns and western snowy plovers, all of which 
do nest on the salt pond levees, as well as continentally significant 
numbers of surf scoters, which occur in greater numbers outside the 
salt ponds than within them (Stadtlander & Konecny 1994).  
References to these designations have been added to Section 3.2 of 
the Final CCP/EIS. 

 
21.56 We do not agree that restoring the salt ponds as proposed under 

Alternative D is contrary to the Southern Pacific Shorebird 
Conservation Plan (Hickey et al. 2003).  The habitat goals and 
conservation actions presented in the Shorebird Plan, which are 
presented in Section 3.4.1.3 of the draft CCP/EIS include: 
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• Increase the extent and habitat quality of tidal flat; 
• Increase the amount and quality of shorebird habitat within 

salt marshes by: 
o incorporating shorebird habitat components in tidal 

marsh restorations and creating broad channels with 
exposed mudflat during low tides, shallow ponds for 
foraging and breeding, and undisturbed roost sites, and 

o increasing tidal circulation and water quality in marshes 
to enhance invertebrate productivity and shorebird 
foraging areas; and   

• Maintain sufficient amount of high quality salt pond habitat to 
support breeding shorebirds, including the Western Snowy 
Plover, as well as migrating and wintering shorebirds.  

 
The priority conservation action for salt ponds is to manage some 
amount of salt ponds at San Diego Bay specifically for nesting, 
feeding, and roosting shorebirds, including some to be managed 
specifically for nesting snowy plovers, as recommended in the Snowy 
Plover Draft Recovery Plan.  Alternative D addresses all of these 
actions (providing a minimum of 125 acres of tidal flats, designing 
salt marsh habitat areas that include shorebird habitat components, 
and managing 275 acres of salt ponds to support shorebird foraging).  
Within these managed ponds, about 44 acres would be maintained to 
support brine invertebrates and one or more ponds would be 
maintained to support snowy plover nesting. 

 
21.57 Brandt’s cormorant has been added to the bird list for South San 

Diego Bay in Appendix C in the Final CCP/EIS.  According to Unitt 
(2004), this species, although common to San Diego Bay, is rarely 
seen in the southern end of the bay.  Observations of this species 
during winter months range from zero to 10 in a given year. 
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21.58 As stated in Response 21.56, Alternative D proposes to restore a 
range of habitats to support a variety of species, including several 
listed species that each has its own habitat requirements.  The 
Shorebird Plan states that about two-thirds of the prime tidal 
wetlands that existed along the California coast at the turn of the 
century have been degraded or destroyed by various human 
activities.  It is generally accepted that these changes have had an 
adverse effect on the abundance and distribution of shorebirds in the 
region (Hickey et al. 2003).  These changes have undoubtedly also 
negatively affected other waterbird populations.  The restoration 
proposals included in the preferred alternative are intended to 
address the habitat needs of the south San Diego Bay ecosystem, 
and in particular, the habitat needs of the listed species supported on 
the Refuge.    To do this, it is necessary to balance the needs of 
shorebirds, like the western snowy plover, with the needs of other 
species, such as the light-footed clapper rail and the California least 
tern.  This direction is consistent with the purpose for which the 
Refuge was established.  See also Response 21.23. 

     
21.59 Refer to Response 6.2. 
 

21.60 We agree.  A survey of the diversity and abundance of invertebrates 
in the salt ponds and adjacent mudflats is one of the studies to be 
completed in association with the preparation of detailed restoration 
plans.  Additionally, a study of bird use within the ponds would be 
conducted to assist us in designing the managed water component of 
the restoration plan.  The proposal to complete these and other 
studies is addressed in revised Appendix D of the Final CCP/EIS. 

 
21.61 This discussion has been revised in the Final CCP/EIS to address 

the presence of these species on the D Street Fill.  This information 
is already presented in Table 3-12, Table 3-15, and Sections 3.4.4.1 
and 3.4.6.1 of the draft CCP/EIS. 

 
 
 



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-142 

   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

21.62 The section that follows this paragraph is devoted to a discussion of 
the importance of the salt ponds to migratory birds; however, in 
response to this comment, additional text has been added to this 
paragraph in the Final CCP/EIS.   
 

21.63 This statement is based on observations by Refuge staff over the 
past five years, as well as observations noted during the 
comprehensive surveys conducted in 1993 and 1994 (Stadtlander 
and Konecny 1994).  Refer also to Response 21.60. 
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21.64 The sentence has been changed in the Final CCP/EIS to “the 
importance of the wetlands in South San Diego Bay. . .” 

 
21.65 The significance of the seabird nesting that occurs within the Refuge 

is reflected in the proposed Refuge goals and objectives, particularly 
Goal 3 and Objective 3.1 (page 1-25 of the draft CCP/EIS).   With 
respect to the dates of colonization, Section 3.4.4.1 (Breeding Birds) 
of the draft CCP/EIS includes the date on which nesting was first 
recorded for each species described.  Status information is also 
provided, and where this location is one of only a few nesting 
locations in the United Stated for a particular species, it is noted.  
The discussion of unvegetated upland on page 3-54 addresses the 
significance of the levees as nesting habitat for seabirds and some 
shorebirds.  A summary of the importance of the pond levees as 
seabird nesting habitat has been added to Section 3.4.1.3 (Regional 
Context) in the Final CCP/EIS.  

 
21.66 Refer to Response 10.3. 
 
21.67 Information regarding the diversity and abundance of shorebirds 

within South San Diego Bay is provided in Sections 3.4.4.1 and 
3.4.7.1 of the draft CCP/EIS.  As indicated in Comment 21.64, the 
Pacific Flyway Project did not separate birds counted on the mudflat 
from those on the salt ponds. 

 
21.68 Shorebird use of the salt ponds and levees for foraging and resting is 

addressed in Section 3.4.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS. 
 
21.69 The large numbers of phalaropes that visit the salt ponds annually is 

addressed on page 3-57 of the draft CCP/EIS. 
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21.70 According to Unitt (2004), red knots are most abundant on the tidal 
mudflats of San Diego and Mission Bay, with the mudflats at and 
near the Sweetwater River mouth especially favored by this species. 
Red knots were also observed in relatively high numbers to the 
south of Emory Cove and in Ponds 10 (the initial intake pond) and 
Pond 28 (a crystallizing pond) during the 1993 -1994 avian survey of 
the salt works.  They were also observed in lower numbers 
throughout much of the salt works and the mudflats immediately to 
the north.  Terp (1998), while studying the role of the salt ponds in 
the habitat use patterns of red knots and other shorebird species, 
observed that during low tide red knot densities were significantly 
higher on the mudflats to the north of the salt ponds than they were 
within the salt ponds.  Knots were observed in the salt ponds during 
high tide, using the secondary ponds during the winter for roosting 
at densities of almost 200 birds/hectare, and to a lesser extent (up to 
four birds/hectare) in the early fall for foraging (Terp 1998).  Studies 
of knots in Cadiz Bay by Masero (2002) during spring migration also 
indicate that only a small percentage of staging knots feed on brine 
shrimp at high tide.  Based on the current distribution of red knots 
in San Diego Bay and information known about their foraging 
habits, restoration of the salt ponds as proposed under Alternative D 
is not expected to adversely affect the local or global red knot 
population. 

 
21.71 A discussion of the brine invertebrates supported by the salt ponds 

is provided on pages 3-50 and 3-51 of the draft CCP/EIS.  The 
document also acknowledges the need to survey the ponds to 
determine what other foraging opportunities may be available in the 
ponds.  The need for such a survey has been added to Appendix D 
(CCP Implementation) in the Final CCP/EIS. 
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21.72 The draft CCP/EIS does address the significance of the salt ponds to 
birds.  Refer also to Responses 6.2 and 10.11.    

 
21.73 Refer to Responses 11.24 and 21.49.   
 
21.74 The salt works replaced the native habitat that once existed in this 

area, and although it provides nesting, roosting, and foraging 
opportunities for a variety of avian species, we do not concur that 
this artificial habitat provides better habitat quality for the majority 
of the species present in this area than would be provided by a 
natural intertidal environment.  Section 3.4.4.1 of the Final CCP/EIS 
has been revised to clarify the discussion of the value of tidal flats, 
salt ponds, and salt marsh habitat for shorebirds.  This information 
comes from the discussions included in the Southern Pacific 
Shorebird Conservation Plan (Hickey et al. 2003).  Specifically, the 
Shorebird Plan states that tidal flat is “the most important shorebird 
habitat within the coastal embayments of California.”  The Plan also 
states that shorebirds use salt marsh to a lesser degree than tidal 
flats, but the larger non-vegetated channels in salt marsh are used as 
foraging habitat by the same species that feed on tidal flats.  Also of 
note, the Plan states that some shorebird species such as the willet, 
least sandpiper, and long-billed dowitcher use salt marsh as diurnal 
and nocturnal roost sites “possibly to provide some protection from 
predators” (Hickey et al. 2003).  With respect to salt ponds, the Plan 
states that the ponds and levees provide roosting and nesting sites 
for a wide variety of non marsh-dependent species, and the ponds 
provide important foraging areas for a diverse and abundant array 
of wetland dependent avian species. 

 
21.75 The draft CCP/EIS addresses the need for additional studies to be 

conducted in association with the preparation of detailed engineering 
and restoration plans.  A list of the studies described throughout 
Volume 1 has been compiled and added to Appendix D (CCP 
Implementation) in the Final CCP/EIS. 
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21.76 The bird survey data collected in 1999/2000 cannot be compared to 
the data collected during the 1993/1994 survey because it was not 
collected using the same protocols as the original survey.  The 
Service will be initiating a new year-long survey in the near future 
that will enable us to compare the results of the original survey with 
current conditions in the ponds and on the adjacent tidal flats.  This 
information will provide baseline data needed for the next step in 
restoration planning for the salt ponds.   

 
21.77 As noted in the comment, the population of the common goldeneye 

has declined in the county since the 1960s, but Unitt (2004) 
speculates that this decline is most likely the result of a shift in the 
species’ winter distribution rather than a decline in the total 
numbers of the species.  Over the past few years, less than forty 
individuals of common goldeneye have been observed annually in 
San Diego Bay.  Although an uncommon visitor to San Diego, the 
worldwide population of common goldeneye is considered stable 
(Eadie et al. 1995) and despite its inclusion on the list of Birds of 
Management Concern developed by the USFWS Migratory Birds 
Program, the common goldeneye is currently considered to be at or 
above long-term averages or management goals (USFWS 2004).  
During the 1993 – 1994 avian study of the salt works, this species 
was observed both within the ponds and in the bay immediately to 
the north of the ponds.  Because the diet of the common goldeneye 
consists largely of mollusks and crustaceans, with some portion also 
attributed to insects (Eadie et al. 1995), it is unlikely that this species 
is solely depended upon the limited resources within the salt ponds 
to satisfy its foraging requirements.  Restoration of the salt ponds to 
intertidal habitat is therefore not expected to result in any 
significant adverse effects to common goldeneye.  

 
21.78 The Final CCP/EIS has been revised to include additional 

information about the potential effects of breaching all or a part of 
Pond 28 or 29 to provide additional foraging habitat for least terns.   

 
21.79 Refer to Response 10.11. 



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-147 

   
 

 
 

21.80 Refer to Response 21.87 above. 
 
21.81 A graphic indicating known locations of tern nest sites on the D 

Street Fill over the past few years has been added to the Final 
CCP/EIS.  In addition, Section 4.5.1.3 of the Final CCP/EIS has 
been revised to indicate that plover and tern nesting may have 
occurred in the distant past on the portion of the D Street Fill 
proposed for restoration, but have not been observed in many years.  
No maps indicating the presence of nests in this portion of the Fill 
have been located, nor were any maps provided in the environmental 
documentation prepared for the original Combined Federal Project 
that ultimately resulted in including a portion of the D Street Fill 
within the National Wildlife Refuge System.    

 
21.82 To restore more than 13 acres to intertidal wetland on the D Street 

Fill would require a revision to the CCP and subsequent public input 
and evaluation under NEPA.  The portion of the D Street Fill 
located within the Refuge boundary consists of 55.5 acres.  Of that, 
23 acres are permanently committed to nesting habitat through 
previously approved mitigation agreements and about 1.5 acres has 
been committed to fish habitat.  Of the remaining 31 acres, 13 acres 
are proposed under Alternative C for the Sweetwater Marsh Unit to 
be restored to intertidal habitat and 18 acres would be retained as 
upland habitat (with at least 10 of those upland acres managed for 
nesting habitat).  The other eight acres, located to the north and east 
of the proposed wetland area would provide access to the nesting 
area and preserve areas of the fill that support sensitive plant 
species.  The 13 acres of intertidal habitat would be designed to 
complement the adjacent nesting habitat by including easy access 
from the nesting area to the tidal areas for snowy plovers and by 
providing fish habitat to support least tern foraging.  

 
21.83 Refer to Response 21.78. 
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21.84 The draft CCP/EIS acknowledges that phalaropes and eared grebes 
may be lost from the site as a result of restoration, particularly 
under Alternative C, Salt Works Option 2 or Alternative D.  
However, to maintain foraging opportunities for these species, 
habitat suitable for the production of brine invertebrates is included 
in the preliminary restoration plan under either alternative.   

 
The draft CCP/EIS does not state that shorebird numbers would 
increase as a result of restoration; rather the last paragraph on page 
4-82 reads, “foraging . . . opportunities for . . . shorebirds, which 
frequent these ponds, would be expected to increase . . .” 

 
21.85 Section 4.4.2.3.1 and 4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS provide a 

discussion of how restoration could affect the variety of bird species 
currently supported at the salt works.  Management actions that 
have been incorporated into the preliminary project design to 
address potential adverse effects to these species as a result of pond 
restoration include:  maintaining some ponds as managed ponds to 
support shorebirds and waterfowl, monitoring the effect of pond 
restoration on seabird nesting, and ensuring that detail restoration 
plans include phasing and an adaptive management approach to 
restoration. With respect to mitigation, the conversion of salt ponds 
to intertidal habitat does not require compensation, as the 
conversion would not result in any loss of wetland habitat.  Impacts 
to wetlands as a result of providing new nesting opportunities within 
the salt ponds would be offset by the proposal to restore a minimum 
of 60 acres of intertidal habitat in the Otay River floodplain.  
Additionally, a minimum of 50 acres of salt ponds (crystallizer ponds) 
that currently provide limited if any foraging opportunities for birds 
would be converted to managed ponds.   
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21.86 We agree and the text does not dispute that most of the colonies at 
the salt works were established on levees that are surrounded by 
water.  We also acknowledge that on-going monitoring of these 
colonies before, during, and after the proposed restoration phases is 
essential to understanding the actual effects of restoration on the 
colonial nesting seabirds that have historically nested here.  An 
understanding of the conditions at other nesting colonizes in coastal 
California is also important in predicting potential outcomes.  The 
data available in the literature about these other areas provides 
some insight into what factors may be important in protecting the 
existing nesting colonizes.  Refer also to Responses 10.4, 10.5, and 
10.23.  

 
With respect to those species that currently nest on the outer levees, 
the text on page 4-84 of the draft CCP/EIS identifies the three 
species that have been observed nesting in these locations. 

 
The statement that the species that nest within the salt works have 
not expanded into other areas in the 60 years since they first started 
nesting at the salt works is not accurate.  The elegant tern expanded 
its breeding range in California in 1987, when it was first recorded 
nesting at Bolsa Chica, and again in 1998 when many of the Bolsa 
Chica birds relocated to the Los Angeles Harbor.  Burness et al. 
(1999) indicates that the first adult elegant terns in Bolsa Chica were 
probably from the crowded San Diego colony.  Elegant tern nesting 
was also attempted in 1998 at Zuniga Point in northwest San Diego 
Bay. 

 
Caspian terns colonized the salt works in 1941 as part of range 
expansion covering the entire Pacific Coast (Unitt 2004).  It breeds 
at San Francisco Bay and Bolsa Chica among other locations.  The 
salt works is the only breeding location in San Diego County, 
although this species also attempted breeding at Zuniga Point in 
1998.  Similar to the elegant tern, the royal tern has also expanded 
its breeding range from San Diego to Bolsa Chica and Los Angeles 
Harbor.   
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The Forster’s tern first appeared at the salt works in 1963 and 
subsequently expanded its breeding range to the Chula Vista 
Wildlife Reserve and to the new nesting sites in Batiquitos Lagoon 
in 1990.  Following the construction of new nesting sites, the black 
skimmer also began nesting at Batiquitos Lagoon in 1995. 
 
It is a goal of the CCP to retain the diversity of seabirds nesting 
within the South San Diego Bay Unit.  Several management actions 
are proposed to improve nesting opportunities including expanding 
the area available for nesting and continuing to improve nesting 
substrate on the existing levees.  Included on pages 4-84 and 4-85 of 
the draft CCP/EIS are a number of actions that would be 
implemented in an effort to ensure the continued use of the levees 
for seabird nesting.  
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21.87 Refer to Response 10.14.  The statement that northern harriers are 
not controlled within the Refuge when necessary to protect listed 
species is incorrect.  As stated in Sections 2.2.2.1 and 4.4.1.1.2 of the 
draft CCP/EIS, if an individual harrier is determined to pose a 
threat to listed species, it can be live-trapped, or if necessary, 
lethally removed following consultation with the Refuge Manager. 

 
21.88 As described in Section 4.4.2.3.1, there are various examples of 

colonial seabirds nesting in areas surrounded by intertidal habitat 
rather than open water.  These areas include Bolsa Chica (Seto et al 
2003), Upper Newport Bay (Seto et al 2003), Seal Beach NWR (S. 
Buck, pers. comm.), and Isla Montague in the Gulf of California 
(Burness et al. 1999).  Additionally, when the elegant tern and black 
skimmers expanded their breeding range north to Bolsa Chica and 
then to Los Angeles Harbor, the sites on which these species chose 
to nest were not surrounded by water.  The sites did however include 
flat, generally unvegetated areas with open views of the surrounding 
area, physical characteristics that appear to be important to many of 
the seabirds that nest at the salt works (Parnell et al. 1995, Burness 
et al. 1999, Buckley and Buckley 2002).  Based on these 
observations, the proposed conversion from open water to intertidal 
habitat may not be as significant as assumed.  The draft CCP/EIS 
does however acknowledge the potential for abandonment of this 
area by one or more species and includes a discussion of possible 
measures that could be implemented to avoid abandonment.  

 
21.89 We do not agree that conversion of the salt ponds to intertidal 

habitat would result in a reduction in available foraging habitat for 
the diversity of shorebird species that currently occur in the south 
bay.  Under present conditions, foraging areas for most shorebirds 
(the primary exception being phalaropes and eared grebes) is limited 
in many ponds to the shoreline.  In other ponds, such as Ponds 10, 
10A, 20 and 22, additional foraging opportunities are only available 
when water levels are lower due to fluctuations controlled by the salt 
evaporation process (Stadtlander and Konecny 1994, Collins per. 
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comm.).  Following restoration, larger areas of the ponds would be 
available for shorebird foraging.  Specifically, opportunities for 
foraging would be provided in those ponds to be restored to 
intertidal mudflat habitat (at least 125 acres), the ponds in which 
water levels would be managed to accommodate shorebirds and 
waterfowl (approximately 230 acres), the brine management ponds 
(approximately 45 acres), and within the tidal channels and 
associated mudflat areas to be included in ponds proposed for 
cordgrass restoration.  All acreages presented in Chapter 2 of the 
draft CCP/EIS are based on preliminary restoration planning.  
Actual acreages would be determined following the completion of 
subsequent detailed engineering and restoration plans. 

 
A discussion of mitigation is provided in Response 21.85.    

 
21.90 Sections 4.4.2.3.1 and 4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS provide a 

discussion of the potential effects to phalaropes.  With respect to red 
knot, refer to Response 21.70. 

 
21.91 As stated in Section 4.2.2.3.2 of the draft CCP/EIS, the anticipated 

effects of settlement prone soils and wind and tidal action on both 
external and internal pond levees would be studied in greater detail 
prior to the completion of detailed engineering and restoration plans.  
The outer levees already include a significant amount of informal 
protection that has been added over the years in association with the 
solar salt operation.  It is possible that some armoring around the 
levee breaches, particularly breaches in the outer levees would be 
required, however, this armoring can be designed in a manner that 
deters the potential for rodent and predator use and minimizes 
impacts to shorebird foraging areas.  Such designs would be 
explored during subsequent restoration planning. 

 
21.92 Although not illustrated in the 1859 depiction of the mudflats 

(Figure 3-3 of the draft CCP/EIS), it is likely that the tidal channels  
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that existed within the adjacent salt marsh habitat extended through 
the mudflats to the shallow subtidal habitat.  Similar channels would 
likely form in association with levee breaching.  No dredging within 
the existing mudflats is proposed to create such channels.  Any 
channels that form would form naturally in association with daily 
tidal action.  Although the creation of two or three such channels is 
not expected to result in any significant adverse effects to the 
existing mudflat habitat, additional hydrological modeling conducted 
in association with detailed restoration planning would provide a 
more detailed assessment of where and to what extent such channels 
could be created. 

 
With respect to habitat value, the Service upon considering the data 
available from this site and other restoration sites and using our best 
professional judgment believe that the implementation of 
Alternative D, which would incorporate monitoring and adaptive 
management into the final restoration plans, would improve habitat 
value within the South San Diego Bay Unit for listed species, fish, 
benthic invertebrates, and a variety of migratory birds.  At the same 
time, the actions included under this alternative would maintain 
those aspects of the existing salt pond system that support nesting 
seabirds and other migratory birds.  
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21.93 Refer to Responses 11.17, 18.35, and 21.40.  
 
21.94 As stated in draft CCP/EIS, a comprehensive survey of the avian 

species observed within the San Diego Bay NWR has not be 
completed, therefore, Appendix C only includes those species that 
have been recorded to date on the site.  We acknowledge that other 
species are expected to occur here and the list will be expanded as 
additional baseline studies are completed.  The listing for the 
Sweetwater Marsh Unit has been corrected to include the Pacific 
golden plover and delete the American golden plover.  

 
21.95 Appendix D (CCP Implementation) has been revised in the Final 

CCP/EIS to more clearly define the steps that would be involved in 
implementing a restoration design that incorporates monitoring and 
adaptive management.     

 
21.96 Refer to Response 21.31 above. 
 
21.97 Comment noted. 
 
21.98 The draft CCP/EIS provides a program level analysis of the various 

management alternatives considered for implementation.   The next 
step in the planning process is to conduct additional modeling and 
gather additional data necessary to prepare detailed engineering 
and restoration plans.  With this information, the planning team can 
refine the restoration design and develop a monitoring plan with 
applied studies that would enable the incorporation of an adaptive 
management approach into project implementation.  Appendix D has 
been revised to include detailed information regarding the steps to 
be completed in developing detailed engineering and restoration 
plans for the Refuge. 
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21.99 As discussed in Section 4.2.2.3.3 (Water Quality) of the draft 
CCP/EIS, no adverse effects of breaching Ponds 11, 10, and 10A are 
anticipated due to the relatively low salinity levels in these ponds.  
This assumption is supported by the modeling results for the 
breaching of Ponds 12, 13, 14, and 15.  The need to analyze the 
salinity levels in the sediments prior to completion of final 
restoration plans is also acknowledged in this section.  The need to 
coordinate with the Regional Water Quality Control Board is 
acknowledged in Section 1.4 of the draft CCP/EIS.  Refer to 
Responses 10.18 and 11.24 for information related to brine 
invertebrates. 

 
21.100 Intent of this comment is unclear. 
 
21.101 Page 4-45 of the draft CCP/EIS states “. . . the model includes 

several simplifying assumptions for the purpose of preliminary 
feasibility assessment.  To implement the brine management 
component, these assumptions would be assessed in greater detail in 
association with the development of final restoration plans.”   
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21.102 The need for sediment analysis and soil characterization is 

addressed in several places within the draft CCP/EIS including page 
4-40 where the need for subsequent analysis of the existing gypsum 
crust is addressed in detail.  Refer also to Response 11.15. 

 
21.103 Refer to Response 18.38 above. 
 
21.104 Comment noted. 
 
21.105 Comment noted.   
 
21.106 This information has been revised accordingly. 
 
21.107 The text has been revised to read:  Prior approval from the Refuge 

Manager is required for all actions involving the lethal removal of a 
predator.  This approval for lethal removal may be in the form of 
blanket discretionary removal of certain species found within the 
confines of the breeding colony site (such as for corvids, feral dogs, 
or feral cats where live trapping has been ineffective and nesting has 
begun) or on a case-by-case basis (such as for identified individual 
raptors).  

 
21.108 The Predator Management Plan provides blanket approval for the 

lethal removal of corvids that are a threat to listed species.  We do 
not however agree that blanket approval should be provided for the 
removal of kestrels.   

 
21.109 Comment noted. 
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22.1 Sections 3.4.1.3, 3.4.2.2 (Salt Evaporation Ponds), and 3.4.4.1 of the 

draft CCP/EIS include detailed information about the importance of 
the habitats, including the salt ponds, in the south bay for an 
abundant and diverse array of avian species.  In the Final CCP/EIS, 
some of this information has been incorporated into tables and maps 
to make the information easier to locate within the document.  The 
importance of the habitats within the South San Diego Bay Unit for 
shorebirds and colonial nesting seabirds is also addressed in Section 
2.3.5.2 under Objectives 1.3, 1.4, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, and 3.4.   

 
As described in greater detail in Response 14.2, the focus of 
Alternative D is to restore historic coastal wetland habitats in the 
south bay, while also maintaining and in some cases enhancing those 
aspects of the existing salt pond system that support nesting 
seabirds and other migratory birds.  

 
22.2 The relevant components of the habitats present within the South 

San Diego Bay Unit are acknowledged within the Refuge goals, 
objectives, and strategies (Section 2.3.5.2 of the draft CCP/EIS), as 
well as in the Effected Environment Section of the draft CCP/EIS 
(refer to Response 22.1 above).  It is through the implementation of 
the various strategies that the relevant components of these habitats 
would be maintained, enhanced, and restored to optimize habitat 
quality for an array of organisms, including the existing avian 
species that utilize the site.     

 
22.3 Sections 4.4.2.3.1 and 4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS include detailed 

discussions of the potential environmental consequences to avian 
species that could result from restoring the existing salt ponds to 
intertidal habitat.   
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22.4 The Service provided a 60-day comment period for the draft 
CCP/EIS and no requests for additional review time were received.  
All data available to the Service has been considered in developing 
and evaluating the range of alternatives presented in the draft 
CCP/EIS; however, the Service welcomes the opportunity to review 
any additional data that to this point has not been available for 
consideration.  Refer to Response 22.1 regarding the description of 
existing conditions.  Refer to Response 10.20 for a discussion of the 
identification of data gaps. 

 
22.5 Advanced notice of the availability of the draft CCP/EIS was 

distributed to approximately 1,000 individuals, organizations, and 
agencies throughout the country.  This notice was followed by 
another notice to the same distribution list announcing the start of 
the comment period.  A Notice of Availability was also published in 
the Federal Register on July 22, 2005.  The draft CCP/EIS was 
distributed to all who requested a copy, including various 
organizations and individuals outside San Diego County, such as the 
Point Reyes Bird Observatory, Manomet Center for Conservation 
Sciences, National Audubon Society, National Wildlife Federation, 
and many others.  In addition, the document was available for review 
on-line.  The distribution list for this document is provided in 
Appendix B of the draft CCP/EIS. 

 
22.6 Refer to Responses 21.1, 22.1, and 22.3. 
 
22.7 Comment noted. 
 
22.8 Refer to Response 21.23 above.  
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22.9 The Final CCP/EIS has been revised to clarify that until the 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) related to the Mitigation 
Leasehold Overlay expires in 2010, a maximum of 27 acres of the D 
Street Fill could be restored to intertidal wetlands under any of the 
three alternatives presented for the Sweetwater Marsh Unit.  After 
2010, any portion of the D Street Fill that is not restored in 
accordance with the Mitigation Leasehold Overlay MOU would 
under Alternative A, continue to be managed as it is presently (this 
includes managing 23 acres of Refuge land on the D Street Fill for 
least tern nesting in accordance with previous mitigation 
requirements); under Alternative B, enhancement of current nesting 
areas, including additional fencing, exotic vegetation control, and 
substrate enhancement over approximately 15 acres of the fill, would 
be implemented; and under Alternative C, the D Street Fill would be 
redesigned to provide 33 acres of enhanced nesting area and 13 acres 
of restored intertidal wetlands.  With respect to impacts related to 
these projects: based on the best professional judgment of the 
Service, the enhancement of 33 acres of nesting area with accessible 
adjacent chick foraging areas would provide greater benefits to 
terns and particularly snowy plovers than do the current conditions 
on the man-made D Street Fill.  The objective of this action is to 
improve nesting success over current and historic levels at this site.  
Through enhancement, annual maintenance, monitoring, and 
implementation of an adaptive management program, we believe this 
objective can be met. 

 
22.10 Both Objectives 1.1 and 1.2 in Section 2.2.5.2 of the draft CCP/EIS 

address the need to improve tidal circulation and reduce sediment 
build up in the marsh.  The implementation of the various strategies 
described for these objectives would result in expanded unvegetated 
foraging areas for shorebirds, particularly along the marsh channels.  
Objective 1.2 addresses the full range of intertidal habitats, including 
mudflats and salt marsh habitat.  In addition, the strategies 
proposed under Objective 1.2 are intended to address the loss of 
foraging area along the existing tidal channels as a result of the 
invasion of the Australasian isopod Sphaeroma quoyanum. 
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22.11 Refer to the first part of Response 11.12. 
 
22.12 We concur, which is why both Alternatives B and C include 

proposals to improve access for plover chicks and adults from the D 
Street Fill to adjacent foraging areas. 

 
22.13 Comment noted.  As stated in the draft CCP/EIS in Section 2.1, the 

document has been prepared in a manner that would permit the 
proposed decision to include any of the alternatives evaluated in the 
document or to include a combination of components from two or 
more of the alternatives.  

 
22.14 This information is inaccurate.  The salt works did not meet the 

criteria for western snowy plover critical habitat as defined in 
section 3 of the Endangered Species Act.  Further, none of the 
alternatives, including the preferred alternative, include objectives 
that would result in management for just one species.   This can be 
verified by reviewing the various objectives presented in Chapter 2.  
Additionally, the preferred alternative proposes to implement 
several strategies or actions that are intended to increase 
productivity of western snowy plovers within the salt works.     

 
22.15 Refer to Responses 11.5, 18.7, and 21.44. 
 
22.16 In Sections 4.4.2.3.1 and 4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS an evaluation 

of potential effects to various avian species is presented that is based 
on the best available data.  Current use of the ponds and levees by 
various guilds of birds are described as are the potential effects of 
restoration on current use.  This analysis relies not only on 
information available for this site, but also on the results of 
investigations and observation made in similar situations as reported 
in published scientific literature.  As stated in Response 21.1, the 
draft CCP/EIS is intended to present the vision and management 
direction for the Refuge over the next 15 years.  As a result, much of 
the analysis has been conducted at the program-level.  Subsequent 
step-down plans will be prepared following the approval of the CCP 
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to address the specific details of the various proposals.  The next 
steps in the planning process are described in greater detail in 
revised Appendix D of the Final CCP/EIS.  Refer to Response 14.2 
of additional discussion of the effects of salt pond conversion on 
avian diversity and abundance and to Responses 18.6, 21.5, 21.17, 
and 21.76 for information related to the characterization of existing 
conditions.   

 
22.17 Refer to Response 10.3. 
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22.18 The findings of the Pacific Flyway Project are described in Section 
3.4.4.1 of the daft CCP/EIS.  It should be noted that according to 
Robert Patton, the Pacific Flyway Project did not separate birds 
counted on the mudflats from those on the salt ponds, therefore, 
some revisions to this discussion have been made in the Final 
CCP/EIS. 

 
22.19 Refer to Response 10.3. 
 
22.20 Refer to Response 21.70. 
 
22.21 Refer to Response 21.77. 
 
22.22 Waterfowl use in the salt ponds is described in Section 3.4.4.1 of the 

draft CCP/EIS and an analysis of the effects for restoring the ponds 
is provided in Sections 4.4.2.3.1 and 4.4.2.4.1 of the draft.  Of the 
waterfowl observed in the salt ponds during the 1993/1994 avifauna 
study of the south bay:  brant were observed most often within the 
bay outside the confines of the salt works; American widgeon, 
gadwall, mallard, northern pintail, cinnamon teal, northern shoveler, 
bufflehead, ruddy duck, red-breasted merganser, and American coot 
were recorded both within the bay and within the salt pond complex; 
redhead, ring-necked duck, and common merganser were observed 
in very low numbers (seven, six, and one or two, respectively) 
occurring within the initial primary ponds and outside the salt pond 
system along the tidal flats; greater scaup was only observed outside 
the confines of the salt ponds; and lesser scaup and surf scoter were 
observed both within and outside the salt ponds with the highest 
concentrations of these species occurring outside the salt pond 
system and within the initial intake ponds.  All of the grebe species 
observed during this survey were observed both within and outside 
the salt ponds, however, the highest concentrations of eared grebes 
were observed within the salt pond complex. 
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22.23 A discussion of phalarope use in the salt ponds is provided on page 3-
59 of the draft CCP/EIS. 

 
22.24 The distribution of birds in both the intertidal areas and the salt 

ponds is presented in Section 3.4.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS.  This 
information is addressed in the text and summarized in Table 3-10 
and Figure 3-12.  The data is based on the result of the 1993/1994 
avian survey of the salt ponds and adjacent mudflat and shallow 
subtidal areas of the south bay.  This survey provides the most 
comprehensive data available to date to address bird distribution in 
this portion of the Refuge.  Although some additional data has been 
collected in subsequent years, this shorebird monitoring work does 
not provide sufficient data to allow for comparisons between to the 
two data sets.  A new year-long survey will be conducted in the near 
future using protocols that will permit comparison of data from this 
survey with that obtained during the 1993/1994 survey. 
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22.25 A discussion of the intertidal mudflat habitat currently supported 
within the Refuge is provided in Section 3.4.2.2 of the draft 
CCP/EIS.  Table 2-12 of the draft CCP/EIS indicates that a 
minimum of 124 acres of tidal mudflats would be provided under 
Alternative D.  Based on historic mapping of this area and current 
elevations within the ponds, the area proposed for intertidal mudflat 
restoration historically supported this habitat, therefore, the 
characteristics of the habitat following restoration are expected to be 
comparable to those that exist immediately to the north outside the 
boundaries of the salt works.  These assumptions will be verified 
during subsequent detailed restoration planning when the pond 
sediments will be characterized to determine grain-size, nutrient and 
salinity levels, and the possible presence of contaminants. 

 
22.26 Section 3.4.2.2 (Solar Salt Evaporation Ponds) of the draft CCP/EIS 

indicates that a comprehensive study of the brine invertebrates in 
the salt ponds has not yet been completed.  This section goes on to 
describe the results of investigations conducted by Terp (1998), 
which provide insight into the species diversity within the water 
column and sediments of several of the salt ponds within the system.  
Based on this information and data published within various 
scientific journals regarding brine shrimp and brine flies, we believe 
there is adequate information available to support the proposals 
included in any one of the alternatives evaluated in the draft 
CCP/EIS at the program level.  The need to conduct additional 
analysis of the brine invertebrate populations within the various 
ponds prior to completion of a final restoration plan is included in 
revise Appendix D (CCP Implementation) of the Final CCP/EIS.    

 
22.27 The 1993/1994 avian survey, seven years of management and 

monitoring at the salt works by the Service, the findings of 
investigations conducted in the south bay and at other salt ponds 
throughout the world, and the results of other coastal restoration 
projects in Southern California have provided the information 
necessary to develop and analyze the range of restoration options 
presented in the draft CCP/EIS.  To further expand our 
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understanding of avian use of the south bay, another year-long 
survey will be initiated prior to completion of final restoration plans.  
All of this data will be important in implementing an adaptive 
management approach to restoration within the salt ponds.  With 
respect to nesting seabird numbers, the Refuge Complex has funded 
annual monitoring of the seabird nesting colonies at the salt works 
since 1999 and the results of that monitoring have also been taken 
into consideration.      

 
22.28 Based on the data available and the best professional judgment of 

Service biologists, the draft CCP/EIS concludes that shorebirds 
would not be adversely affected by restoration of the salt ponds in 
accordance with Alternatives C or D.  Further, through restoration 
planning and implementation that incorporates monitoring and 
adaptive management, the Service believes that the various goals 
and objectives described in Chapter 2 of the draft CCP/EIS would 
be achieved. 

 
22.29 Refer to Response 10.6. 
 
22.30 Refer to Response 10.8.  
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22.31 Refer to Response 10.9. 
 
 
22.32 Refer to Response 10.10. 
 
 
22.33 Refer to Response 10.11.  
 
 
 
22.34 Refer to Response 10.12. 
 
 
22.35 Refer to Response 10.22. 
 
 
 
 
22.36 Data regarding the historic conditions in this area are provided in 

Sections 3.2, 3.4.1.2, and 3.4.1.2 of the draft CCP/EIS.  Refer also to 
Response 21.74. 

 
 
22.37 Objective 2.3 for the South San Diego Bay Unit describes the 

standards for measuring success of cordgrass-dominated salt marsh 
restoration in terms of plant coverage, height, and density.  
Additional criteria for measuring restoration progress and success 
would be developed in association with detailed restoration and 
monitoring plans and should provide to be an important tool in 
implementing adaptive management. 
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22.38 This information is provided in Section 3.4.6 of the draft CCP/EIS. 
 
22.39 Discussion of the restoration planning occurring in San Francisco 

Bay has been added to Section 4.9 of the Final CCP/EIS.  In 
addition, a new strategy has been added to South San Diego Bay 
Objective 3.3 that addresses the importance of maintaining 
communication among those involved in salt pond restoration efforts 
at San Diego Bay, San Francisco Bay, and other locations along the 
Pacific Flyway. 

 
22.40 According to the data provided in the San Diego Bay Integrated 

Natural Resources Management Plan (INRMP) (U.S. Navy 2000), 
approximately 34% of the intertidal mudflat habitat within the bay is 
currently included with the Refuge boundary.  Much of the 
remaining area is included within the San Diego Bay NWR 
acquisition boundary, but is currently managed by the Port.  To 
facilitate long term habitat protection and allow the Service to 
manage the uses that occur within and adjacent to this area, 
Objective 1.1 for the South San Diego Bay Unit addresses the need 
to incorporate all of this area into the Refuge.   

 
With respect to the management of the existing mudflats and 
existing and future habitat within the salt pond complex, Chapter 2, 
and in particular Section 2.3.5.2 of the draft CCP/EIS, describes in 
detail the objectives and strategies that would be implemented 
under the various alternatives.     

 
22.41 We acknowledge that the byproducts of the existing commercial 

solar salt operation include benefits to a diverse and abundant array 
of bird species, as well as tax and lease revenues to state and local 
agencies.  However, this commercial operation exists on a National  
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Wildlife Refuge, and in accordance with the mission of the National 
Wildlife Refuge System (“wildlife first”) and the purposes for this 
Refuge was established (to protect and recover listed species), the 
Service must consider management of the Refuge in a manner that 
maximizes habitat value for listed species and the other fish, wildlife, 
and plants supported within the Refuge boundaries.  Although the 
operator of the salt works has always worked with the Service to 
ensure the protection of wildlife during its operation of the facility, it 
is not possible for the operator to manage salinity or water levels in 
the ponds to maximize benefits for wildlife.  Further, the existing 
salt pond system provides no benefits for the fish, invertebrates, and 
plants that exist in the adjacent bay ecosystem.  The preferred 
alternative for the South San Diego Bay Unit proposes to improve 
habitat conditions for listed species, while also providing the habitat 
needed to support the variety of species known to occur within the 
Refuge boundaries. 

 
22.42 Additional data gathering and analysis, as described in revised 

Appendix D, would occur prior to implementing any restoration 
proposals within the Refuge.  However, we do not believe that 15 
years of study are required before restoration to achieve the local, 
regional, and national goals and objectives for endangered species 
recovery, migratory bird habitat restoration, and Essential Fish can 
begin.      
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23.1 We disagree with the conclusion that restoration of the salt ponds 

would result in reduced biodiversity.  On the contrary, pond 
restoration would restore biodiversity to this portion of the bay by 
providing habitat that supports an abundant and diverse population 
of birds, as well as numerous species of fish, invertebrates, and 
plants.  The salt ponds provide the most significant opportunity for 
restoring historic native habitat in San Diego Bay, and we believe 
that restoration can occur in a manner that also maintains and in 
some cases enhances those aspects of the existing salt pond system 
that support nesting seabirds and other migratory birds. 

 
23.2 This CCP/EIS is a programmatic document that must address all 

aspects of management within the Refuge, which in this case 
includes two distinct Refuge Units, Sweetwater Marsh and South 
San Diego Bay.  The alternatives for each unit, as well as the 
environmental consequences of implementing the various 
alternatives, have been included in separate sections to aid the 
reader in understanding how the various actions related to the 
specific unit.  The next step in the planning process is the 
development of “step-down” or detailed action plans.  This is the 
point in the planning process where more detailed restoration 
planning for specific areas of the Refuge will be prepared.  Refer 
also to Response 21.1 above. 

 
23.3 Refer to Responses 21.27 and 21.28. 
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23.4 Both Alternatives A and B for the South San Diego Bay Unit are 
viable alternatives in terms of implementation, however, the primary 
focus of each would be little or no change to current management 
practices on the Refuge.  Under either alternative, the salt ponds 
would continue to be managed for commercial solar salt production 
and migratory birds would continue to derive the same benefits as 
they do now from this operation.  Although some water level 
manipulation could occur to improve habitat quality for shorebirds, 
the primary purpose for water movement in the ponds would be to 
produce salt rather than optimize conditions for wildlife.   Additional 
benefits to nesting seabirds would result from the implementation of 
Alternative B, with the intent of providing adequate nesting 
opportunities to support the diversity of seabird nesting that occurs 
on the  Refuge, while also improving conditions for western snowy 
plover and California least tern. 

 
23.5 The restoration options for the salt works that are included in 

Alternative C represent a compromise between restoring some 
portion of the salt ponds to tidal influence, while retaining the 
remainder of the pond system in solar salt production.  It is not 
intended to be a stepping stone to the complete restoration of the 
ponds.  We agree that there is no guarantee that salt production 
under Option 2 is commercially viable, although from a water 
management perspective, it may very well be economically feasible.  
If this alternative were to be selected as the proposed decision in the 
Record of Decision, further analysis would be required during 
detailed restoration planning.  Based on previous discussions with 
the salt operator, we do believe that Option 1 is both commercially 
viable and economically feasible from a water management 
perspective, but once again additional analysis would be required as 
part of detailed restoration planning.  We also agree that if 
Alternative B is identified in the proposed decision; it could include 
one or more of the proposed public uses or other management 
proposals that are included in Alternatives C or D.  This is verified 
on page 2-1 of the draft CCP/EIS where it states: “The proposed 
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vision may look very similar to the preferred alternative, or it could 
include a combination of components from two or more of the 
alternatives presented in the draft CCP/EIS.”  

 
23.6 Table 7 and Table 2-12 are correct in stating that 36 acres of the new 

nesting habitat are proposed under Alternative D and 650 acres of 
salt pond habitat would be restored to tidal influence.  The text has 
been corrected in the Final CCP/EIS to reflect these acreages.   

 
23.7 Refer to Responses 10.15, 10.18, 10.28, 11.24, and 21.60. 
 
23.8 Refer to Responses 11.17, and 18.38. 
 
23.9 Substrate analysis and contaminants assessment of the pond 

sediments would be completed as part of the detailed restoration 
planning that would occur once a CCP is approved and funding is 
identified.  The need for these studies prior to the completion of 
detailed restoration plans is addressed on pages 2-89 and 4-40 of the 
draft CCP/EIS.  In addition, page 2-93 of the draft CCP/EIS 
describes the water management plan, which would include an initial 
intensive monitoring program, that would also be prepared as part of 
the final restoration planning under Alternative D.  To ensure 
consideration of the potential effects to water quality as they might 
relate to residence time and bacterial growth, analysis of these 
issues has been added to the water management plan discussion in 
the Final CCP/EIS.  

 
23.10 A year-long avian study similar to that conducted in the south bay in 

1993/1994 will be initiated in the near future.  In addition to 
documenting abundance and diversity, this study will also include an 
analysis of bird use within the ponds and adjacent mudflats.  The 
need for the implementation of such studies prior to the approval of 
final restoration plans for the salt ponds has been added to Appendix 
D (CCP Implementation) of the Final CCP/EIS. 
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23.11 The Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918, as amended, is addressed in 
Section 5.1.4 of the draft CCP/EIS.  We have consulted with the 
Service’s Division of Migratory Birds and Habitats Program in the 
development of this CCP and will continue to work with them during 
step-down planning (see also Response 10.22). 

 
23.12 The effects of pond restoration on waterfowl, seabirds, shorebirds, 

other waterbirds, Belding’s savannah sparrow, and land birds are 
presented in Sections 4.4.2.3.1 and 4.4.2.4.1.  Refer to Response 21.77 
for a discussion of common goldeneye and to Reponses 10.3 and 
22.22 for additional discussion related to seabirds and waterfowl.  
Sections 4.4.2.3.1 and 4.4.2.4.1 have been revised in the Final 
CCP/EIS to address in greater detail the potential effects to 
swallows and horned larks as a result of pond restoration. 

 
23.13 Plover nesting located anywhere within the salt pond complex would 

be subject to predation by all of the species included in your 
comment.  Therefore, as described in the draft CCP/EIS, any 
attempts to improve nesting success by the western snowy plover 
within the South San Diego Bay Unit would require intensive 
management (predator control, use of exclosures, etc.).  The 
implementation of these actions is addressed in the project 
objectives and strategies (see Chapter 2 of the draft CCP/EIS). 

 
23.14 The effects of pond breaching on bay water quality and adjacent 

subtidal and intertidal habitats are described in Sections 4.2.2.3.3, 
4.2.2.4.3, 4.3.2.3.1, 4.3.2.4.1, 4.4.2.3.2, 4.4.2.3.3,  4.4.2.4.2, and 4.4.2.4.3.  
The concern regarding dissolved salts entering the bay during tidal 
flushing is addressed on page 4-35 of the draft CCP/EIS where it 
states:  “To avoid the potential for such water quality impacts, 
sediment sampling within the salt ponds would be conducted prior to 
the completion of final restoration plans.  If contaminants [including 
elevated salinity levels] are present at levels that warrant 
remediation, contaminated sediments would be removed or 
appropriately remediated prior to pond breaching.”  
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23.15 Continued access to accommodate future management activity is 

discussed in the draft CCP/EIS.   Please refer to page 2-80 of the 
draft CCP/EIS which states:  “Some of these breaches may be 
bridged to maintain access around the outer levees for maintenance, 
monitoring, law enforcement, and specific public uses.  Because of 
the potential for erosion, particularly to the outer levees, from wind, 
wind-generated waves, and tidal currents moving in and out of the 
ponds, the levees would require routine monitoring and occasional 
maintenance to ensure the long-term stability of the levees.”  The 
actual size of the breaches and the infrastructure needed to maintain 
access to the outer levees for management activities such as 
predator control and listed species monitoring would be determined 
during final restoration planning.  
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23.16 We disagree with the statement that no natural settings provide the 
habitat value available today at the salt works.  If this statement 
were true, there would be no need to conserve what natural habitat 
remains along coastal California to support migratory birds.  This 
statement is contrary to the habitat goals of the Southern Pacific 
Shorebird Conservation Plan (Hickey et al. 2003) and the Seabird 
Conservation Plan Pacific Region (USFWS 2005).  We do however 
agree that the levees provide important habitat for nesting and 
roosting birds, which is why all of the alternatives considered for the 
South San Diego Bay Unit include the proposal to retain and 
maintain the existing salt pond levee system.  Page 2-99 of the draft 
CCP/EIS includes a description of the various actions that would be 
taken to maintain the habitat quality on the levees following pond 
restoration.   

 
23.17 Refer to Response 22.13. 
 
23.18 This graphic has been revised to distinguish between historic nesting 

sites and current nesting sites in San Diego Bay.  The text on page 3-
68 of the draft CCP/EIS correctly identifies the six areas where 
least tern nesting occurs within the bay. 
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23.19 Comment noted.  Refer to Responses 10.20, 21.1, and 21.44. 
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24.1 Comments noted. 
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24.2 Although the restoration and water management proposals in 
Alternative D would eliminate some portion of the brine 
invertebrates currently present in the system, these proposals would 
also result in increases in the availability of an array of other 
invertebrates within both the managed water ponds and the 120 or 
more acres of intertidal mudflat habitat that would be created within 
the system.  Some of the questions related to changes in food supply 
within the system that would be examined during step-down 
restoration planning include:  1) to what extent are the various bird 
species observed within the salt works dependent upon the 
availability of brine invertebrates; 2) is there a relationship between 
the presence of brine invertebrates in the ponds and the abundance 
and diversity of avian species that use the system; and 3) would the 
proposed changes to the system result in a net loss of food supply for 
one or more avian species, and if so, should modifications to the 
proposal would be made to increase the availability of prey within 
the system.  This discussion has been included in Appendix D (CCP 
Implementation) of the Final CCP/EIS. 

 
24.3 Page 4-84 of the draft CCP/EIS includes a discussion of those 

characteristics that likely attract nesting seabirds to the salt works.  
Limited human disturbance and the generally isolated nature of the 
salt ponds are believed to play the biggest role in attracting nesting 
seabirds to the salt pond levees.   Refer also to Response 10.23.    

 
24.4 Refer to Response 24.2 above. 
 
24.5 It is unclear what the commenter is referring to in stating that some 

species would no longer be able to forage within the brine 
management area.  Water levels within all of the managed ponds 
would be regulated to support shorebird and waterfowl foraging and 
roosting.   As stated in Response 24.2 above, additional analysis of 
food supply availability would be conducted as part of detailed 
restoration planning. 
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24.6 The quality of the salt marsh habitat at Sweetwater Marsh has been 
degraded over the years as a result of the continuous increase in 
human-related disturbances within and surrounding the marsh, the 
introduction of Sphaeroma quoyanumas, which alters the natural 
form of the tidal channels, the significant hydrological changes 
within the Sweetwater River watershed that have reduced 
freshwater flow into the marsh, high levels of herbivory on cordgrass 
plants, and sediment accumulation within those areas of the marsh 
where tidal circulation has been reduced or eliminated through 
disturbance.  Several strategies are proposed that if implemented 
could improve habitat quality for clapper rails.  One example is 
Objective 1.1 which addresses the need to improve tidal circulation in 
the marsh.  This proposal is consistent with the recovery actions 
described in the Light-footed Clapper Rail Recovery Plan (USFWS 
1985).   

 
24.7 Refer to Responses 24.2. 
 
24.8 It is a goal of the CCP to retain the diversity of seabirds nesting 

within the South San Diego Bay Unit.  Objective 3.1 in the draft 
CCP/EIS for the South San Diego Bay Unit included various 
management actions intended to improve nesting opportunities 
including expanding the area available for nesting and continuing to 
improve nesting substrate on the existing levees.  Refer also to 
Response 21.88. 

 
24.9 Refer to Response 21.77. 
 
24.10 The habitat requirements of the light-footed clapper rail have 

received significant attention in the literature (Zembal and Fancher 
1988, Zembal 1989), and sufficient data is available to conclude that 
there is a tremendous opportunity for providing high quality habitat 
for clapper rails at the south end of San Diego Bay.  This site offers 
good tidal flushing, separation from intensive development, and 
proximity to productive tidal flats.  As stated in the draft 
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CCP/EIS, monitoring and adaptive management would be an 
important component of ensuring successful restoration. 

 
24.11 A prey source would continue to be available in the managed ponds 

(including the brine ponds) during high tide under Alternative D.  
The brine ponds would provide a source of brine invertebrates, albeit 
at a smaller scale, and the other +230 acres of managed ponds would 
support benthic invertebrates and other organisms found in the bay.  
Depending upon the time of year, the water levels in these ponds 
would be managed to support shorebird foraging or waterfowl 
rafting.  The amount of foraging area for phalaropes and eared 
grebes would be reduced, but not lost. 

 
24.12 The conclusion that foraging in the managed ponds would be limited 

to larger shorebirds is incorrect.  As stated on page 2-91 of the draft 
CCP/EIS, “the water levels in the ponds would be regulated 
throughout the year to support the foraging and loafing activities of 
migratory birds.”   Currently, water levels are managed to optimize 
conditions for making salt, while under Alternative D, water levels 
would be optimized for wildlife.  Foraging areas for phalaropes, 
avocets, and stilts would be altered; however, based on the current 
distribution of avocets and stilts in San Diego County (Unitt 2004), it 
is likely that these species would forage in the managed pond system 
as well as the ponds managed to produce brine invertebrates.   
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24.13 This is acknowledged on page 3-64 of the draft CCP/EIS. 
 

24.14 Further analysis of current bird use would be conducted in 
association with the preparation of detailed restoration plans.      

 

24.15 The data obtained from the 1993/1994 survey (Stadtlander and 
Konecny 1994) is not adequate to support the conclusion that the 
high bird abundance figures for Ponds 22, 23, and 28 are directly 
related to prey density.  For instance, the study reports that 
although shorebird foraging was observed in Pond 28, the majority 
of the birds appeared to utilize this location as a roosting site when 
the mudflats were inundated.  The high numbers in Pond 23 were 
attributed to a few species, including phalaropes and eared grebes, 
while Pond 30, which experienced water level fluctuations that 
resulted in land exposure within the pond, had high abundance and 
high species diversity.  In reviewing the results of the study, it is 
equally important to note that all of the tidal areas to the north of 
salt ponds that were included in the study were found to support 
high species diversity and high to moderate species numbers.  The 
results of the study do indicate that both the ponds and the adjacent 
tidal areas provide habitat important to a variety of bird species, 
which is why Alternative D includes proposals to restore tidal 
influence to some ponds, while retaining the ability to manage water 
and salinity levels in others.  Appendix D describes the additional 
baseline data, including data regarding bird use, that would be 
obtained prior to completing detailed restoration planning. 

        
24.16 Comment noted.  Refer to Responses 21.89 and 22.28. 
 

24.17 Refer to Responses 10.4, 10.13, 14.3, and 21.88.  The statement that 
nesting has not been documented adjacent to the bay is incorrect.  
During the 1998 nesting season, Caspian terns, black skimmers, and 
Forster’s terns were observed nesting on the outer levees.   
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24.18 Comment noted. 
 
24.19 The assumption here is that no seabirds would nest along the levees 

following restoration.  That assumption is not supported by the 
observations of past seabird nesting habits within the existing 
system and at other locations where these species nest.  It is the 
intent of the nesting enhancement proposals to both improve 
existing nesting areas and expand opportunities for new nesting 
activity.   

 
24.20 The seabirds nesting on the salt pond levees are currently subject to 

mammalian and avian predation.  The level of predation is not 
expected to increase significantly under Alternative D.  Under either 
situation, predator management to protect listed species would 
continue to provide indirect benefits to the other nesting seabirds. 

 
24.21 The Chula Vista Wildlife Reserve was not originally created to 

provide nesting habitat, however, the site has proved to be attractive 
to some nesting birds, such as California least tern and Forster’s 
terns.  Additionally, the creation of the D Street Fill in 1969 was the 
result of the need to dispose of excess fill, it was never intended to 
provide nesting habitat for seabirds.  Nevertheless, least terns and 
other species were attracted to the site and subsequently, portions of 
this area have been set aside for protection as tern nesting habitat. 
Refer also to Response 10.3. 

 
24.22 There is no evidence to indicate that cordgrass restoration would not 

be successful at this location or that clapper rails would not move 
into the area following restoration.  The area within the breached 
ponds would remain permanently open to tidal flushing, which is an 
important factor in maintaining high quality low marsh habitat.  In 
addition, clapper rails have been observed in the relatively small 
areas of cordgrass that exist within the Biological Study area located 
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to the north of Pond 11.  Human disturbance and habitat 
degradation have significantly reduced the available habitat for this 
species, which continues to contribute to the decline of the overall 
light-footed clapper rail population.  The proposals included in 
Alternatives C and D to restore significant areas of light-footed 
clapper rail habitat in the south bay are consistent with the purpose 
for which the Refuge was established, as well as consistent with the 
proposed recovery actions included within the approved recovery 
plan for this species (USFWS 1985).   

 
24.23 This is an interesting observation; however, this proposal is outside 

the scope of the CCP.  We will forward this proposal to those 
responsible for conducting the annual clapper rail surveys.  In 
understanding the results of such surveys, it is important to consider 
that rails may be using brackish and freshwater marsh areas 
because their preferred habitat, cordgrass-dominated salt marsh, is 
so limited.  Further, reproductive success in these more marginal 
areas may be adversely affected by predation, as predator density in 
these habitats is generally higher for a number of reasons, including 
proximity to development.  

 
24.24 Refer to Response 22.41. 
 
24.25 Comment noted. 
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25.1 Comment noted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
25.2 Refer to Response 10.3. 
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25.3 The important of the salt pond system for shorebird roosting and 

foraging is addressed in Section 3.4.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS. 
 
25.4 Refer to Response 22.23. 
 
25.5 Refer to Response 21.70. 
 
25.6 Refer to Response 22.22. 
 
25.7 Refer to Response 21.77. 
 
25.8 Refer to Responses 10.13, 22.26, 24.11, 24.12, and 24.15. 
 
25.9 An assessment of the impacts expected to result from the conversion 

of the salt ponds to intertidal habitat is provided in Sections 4.4.2.3.1 
and 4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS and measures have been 
incorporated into the project design to compensate for the loss of 
brine invertebrates within the secondary ponds.  Refer to Responses 
6.2, 6.5, 10.5, 14.4, 18.24, 21.35, and 23.16. 

 
25.10 Refer to Responses 10.14 and 21.87. 
 
25.11 Refer to Responses 21.88 and 24.17. 
 
25.12 Refer to Response 21.89.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-185 

   
 

 

 
 
25.13 Refer to Response 21.92. 
 
25.14 Under the “no action” alternative, the existing diversity and 

abundance of avian species currently found within the salt ponds 
would be maintained; however, there would be little improvement in 
habitat quality for the listed species supported on the Refuge.  
Alternative B would provide new benefits for terns and plovers in 
the form of expanded nesting opportunities, but no benefits for the 
light-footed clapper rail or fisheries in the bay would be realized.  We 
believe that an approach that continues to support a diverse and 
abundant avian population, while also restoring habitat to benefit 
listed species and a diversity of other species historically supported 
in this portion of the bay, is the best approach for achieving the 
Refuge purposes and mission of the National Wildlife Refuge 
System. 

 
25.15 Comment noted.  Refer to revised Appendix D of the Final 

CCP/EIS. 
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26.1 Comment noted. 
 
 
26.2 Sections 4.4.2.3.1 and 4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS describe the 

environmental consequences to the various guilds of birds that 
utilize the salt ponds for foraging, loafing, and nesting.   

 
26.3 Refer to Response 10.3. 
 
 
 
26.4 Refer to Response 10.8. 
 
 
26.5 Refer to Response 10.9. 
 
 
26.6 Refer to Response 22.18. 
 
26.7 Refer to Response 10.3. 
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26.8  Refer to Response 21.70. 
 
26.9 Refer to Response 21.77. 
 
26.10 This is correct, boating is not permitted within the ponds and there 

are no proposals within any of the alternatives to permit boating 
within the confines of the salt pond complex.  

 
26.11 Refer to Response 21.69 
 
26.12 Refer to Responses 10.25 and 23.19. 
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27.1 Comment noted. 
 
 
27.2  Refer to Responses 21.2, 21.58, 21.85, 21.89, and 25.15. 
 
 
 
 
 
27.3 Refer to Response 10.3. 
 
 
27.4 Refer to Response 10.8. 
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27.5 Refer to Response 10.9. 
 
 
 
 
 
27.6 Refer to Response 10.3. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
27.7 Refer to Response 22.22. 
 
27.8 Refer to Response 22.23. 
 
27.9 An assessment of the impacts expected to result from the conversion 

of the salt ponds to intertidal habitat is provided in Sections 4.4.2.3.1 
and 4.4.2.4.1 of the draft CCP/EIS and measures have been 
incorporated into the project design to compensate for the loss of brine 
invertebrates within the secondary ponds, to ensure protection of the 
existing pond levees for seabird nesting and high tide refuge for 
shorebirds, and to reduce the potential for increased predation and 
disturbance following the closure of the salt works.  Refer also to 
Response 21.85. 
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28.1 Refer to Responses 6.2, 18.4, and 21.58. 
 
28.2 There are very few successful light-footed clapper rail populations in 

southern California due to continually increasing levels of 
disturbance in existing habitat area, upstream changes in watershed 
hydrology which adversely affect the habitat quality within existing 
marshes, and increased predation by mammalian and avian 
predators.  The importance of restoring cordgrass-dominated salt 
marsh habitat to clapper rail recovery is addressed in the Light-
footed Clapper Rail Recovery Plan (USFWS 1985).  Objective 2.3 in 
the draft CCP/EIS proposes to increase habitat within the South 
San Diego Bay Unit to support the light-footed clapper rail.  This 
proposal is consistent with the Recovery Plan’s recommendation that 
the amount of suitable habitat for this species in the vicinity of the 
Otay River mouth be increased. 

 
28.3 As described in Section 2.3.2.4 of the draft CCP/EIS, although the 

levees would be breached under Alternative D, the majority of the 
levee structures would be maintained in their current or enhanced 
condition to ensure the long-term availability of these areas for 
nesting seabirds and roosting shorebirds, pelicans, and other 
avifauna.  Refer also to Responses 21.35 and 21.92.   
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28.4 Refer to Responses 10.28, 11.24, 18.26, and 24.2.  
 
28.5 The draft CCP/EIS does address the need to provide appropriate 

nesting habitat for the western snowy plover (refer to Objective 2.4 
in the draft CCP/EIS).  We also concur that appropriate habitat 
should be provided for nesting avocets, stilts, and killdeer.  Although 
the specifics of the nesting habitat design would be addressed during 
step-down restoration planning, we have expanded Objective 3.3 in 
the Final CCP/EIS to include specific strategies for supporting 
these nesting shorebirds under Alternatives C and D. 

 
28.6 As described in Responses 10.12, 18.7, 18.13, 21.56, and 21.58, the 

strategies presented for Alternative D are consistent with the 
recommendations and recovery actions included within the Southern 
Pacific Shorebird Conservation Plan, the Light-footed Clapper Rail 
Recovery Plan, the Western Snowy Plover Recovery Plan, and 
various other conservation and recovery plans.  Considering the 
expertise of the federal and state resource agencies, conservation 
groups, academics, and professional biologists responsible for the 
preparation of these recovery and bird conservation plans, we 
believe that implementation of these strategies would benefit avian 
species by providing additional foraging, resting, and nesting 
opportunities within San Diego Bay.   

 
28.7 We disagree with this conclusion, as this alternative has been 

designed to improve nesting and foraging conditions for listed 
species and maintain and in some cases enhance nesting and 
foraging conditions for the migratory birds.  Also refer to Responses 
10.21 and 10.22. 
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29.1 Refer to Response 14.4. 
 
 
 
 
 
29.2 Refer to Responses 18.4 and 21.58. 
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30.1 Comment noted. 
 
30.2 Refer to Responses 6.2 and 18.4. 
 
30.3 Refer to Response 25.15. 
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31.1 Comment noted. 
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32.1 One of the objectives of the CCP is to retain the diversity of seabirds 

nesting within the South San Diego Bay Unit.  Several management 
actions are proposed to improve nesting opportunities including 
expanding the area available for nesting and continuing to improve 
nesting substrate on the existing levees. Refer also to Responses 
10.5 and 10.12. 
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33.1 We appreciate your input and encourage you to continue to be 

involved in the next step of CCP implementation, which will include 
the development of detailed restoration plans for the various 
restoration areas identified in the proposed action.  This “step-down” 
planning process would include opportunities for public input, 
similar to those provided during the development of the CCP.  At 
this time, restoration within many of the salt ponds is intended to 
include a mix of habitat types, including tidal channels, unvegetated 
mudflats, and cordgrass and pickleweed-dominated salt marsh.  
Various factors would be considered in determining the appropriate 
mix of habitat types within an individual pond.  These include such 
factors as the physical and hydrological characteristics of the pond, 
the potential habitat value for fish and wildlife, and the proximity of 
an area to disturbance.  Appendix D of the Final CCP/EIS has been 
revised to more clearly describe this next step in restoration 
planning. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-198 

   
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-199 

   
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
34.1 The text has been revised per your suggestion. 
 
 
 
 
34.2 Because of the potential for disturbance during peak migration, as 

well as during the nesting season, the majority of the salt works 
levees would be restricted to guide tours only.  We believe that the 
combination of trails proposed under Alternative D (an interpretive 
trail around Pond 28 and a pedestrian pathway along the southern 
edge of the Refuge) would provide good opportunities for the public 
to observe the variety of birds supported within the restored salt 
pond complex.  These opportunities for “self guided” wildlife 
observation would be supplemented by guide tours within the salt 
pond complex, as described in the draft CCP/EIS. 

 
34.3 Due to the limited acreage of developable upland area within the 

boundary of the South San Diego Bay Unit, the CCP does not 
include a proposal to construct a visitor center near the salt pond 
complex.  It is possible that some other agency may at some time in 
the future propose an interpretative center in the immediate vicinity 
of the Refuge, which could provide opportunities for partnerships 
that would enable some interpretation of Refuge resources.  Page 2-
102 of the draft CCP/EIS addresses the potential use of remote 
cameras and other innovative approaches for interpreting the 
resources supported within the Refuge. 
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34.4 Comment noted. 
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35.1 Comments noted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
35.2 The railroad right-of-way addressed here is located outside the 

boundary of the San Diego Bay NWR; therefore, the draft CCP/EIS 
does not propose to implement any management actions or public 
uses within this area.  The use of this right-of-way would be 
determined by the underlying landowner and the agencies that have 
approval authority over the development proposals that may be 
initiated for this area. 
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35.3 We are not aware of any disputes over the approved boundary of the 

Refuge.  Revisions to an approved Refuge boundary would occur 
through an amendment the Refuge’s Land Protection Plan, rather 
than through the CCP process.  

 
 
35.4 Refer to Response 35.2 above. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
35.5 Comments noted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
35.6 Any uses proposed on Refuge lands would have to be evaluated to 

determine if the proposed use would be compatible with Refuge 
purposes and mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System (refer 
to Section 1.5.2.1 of the draft CCP/EIS).  
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35.7 Refer to Response 35.2 above. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
35.8 Comments noted. 
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36.1 Hunting is not included as a proposed use within any of the 

management alternatives evaluated in the draft CCP/EIS for the 
reasons described in Section 2.3.3.3 of the draft CCP/EIS. 
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37.1 Refer to Response 36.1 above. 
 
37.2 The tidal channels within the San Diego Bay NWR are not proposed 

for use by self-propelled boaters because of the potential adverse 
effects to listed species and other wildlife that could result from such 
activity.  Please refer to the Compatibility Determination for an 
Interpretive Water Trail that is provided in Appendix K of the draft 
CCP/EIS.  Opportunities for organized clean-ups are provided by 
the Refuge in cooperation with various organizations, such as the 
San Diego Audubon Society and the Friends of the San Diego 
Refuges.  During these clean-ups, access to the shoreline from the 
salt pond levees and the D Street Fill are provided to enable 
volunteers to remove trash, fishing line, and other debris from the 
water’s edge. 

 
37.3 Refer to Response 36.1 above.  Opportunities for wildlife observation 

from boats are available within the Refuge from points within the 
bay itself.  The areas closed to boating activity are the tidal channels 
that meander through sensitive salt marsh and tidal flat habitat 
within the Sweetwater Marsh and South San Diego Bay Units.   
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38.1 Refer to Response 36.1. 
 
 
 
   
38.2 No trapping, new roads, mining, grazing, logging, drilling, or 

prescribed burning are proposed on this Refuge.  Motorized boats 
would continue to be permitted to operate within the open waters of 
San Diego Bay.  
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39.1 Refer to Response 4.3. 
 
 
 
 
 
39.2 A variety of public use opportunities have been incorporated into the 

preferred alternative that would provide the public with the 
opportunity to observe wildlife and participate in environmental 
education and interpretation activities (refer to Section 2.3.2.4, 
Public Use Program, of the draft CCP/EIS).  Kayaking would 
continue to be permitted within the open bay portion of the Refuge, 
providing on the water opportunities for wildlife observation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
39.3 Comment noted. 
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39.4 Refer to Response 11.12. 
 
 
 
 
39.5 The need for the Refuge to increase its participation in regional 

planning issues that could affect Refuge resources is addressed 
under Alternatives B and C for the Sweetwater Marsh Unit in 
Chapter 2 of the draft CCP/EIS.  This issue is also addressed within 
Objective 1.4 for the Sweetwater Marsh Unit. 

 
 
 
39.6 These types of uses, activities, and resources are shown on various 

maps throughout the draft CCP/EIS. 
 
 
 
 
 
39.7 Comment noted. 
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39.8 Various public use proposals are included within the preferred 

alternative that would provide opportunities for children and others 
to become connected with the natural environment.  Several very 
successful environmental education programs are already being 
implemented on the Refuge, including Sweetwater Safari and 
Habitat Heroes.  Both of these programs are implemented through 
partnerships with local agencies, public school systems, and not for 
profit organizations.  Additional funding comes from local businesses 
and corporations. 

 
 
 
 
 
39.9 Comment noted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
39.10 The discussion of current fishing activities in the bay has been 

revised in the Final CCP/EIS to include this information.  Refer also 
to Response 11.38. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



   Response to Comment 
    

   
─────────────────────────────────────── Appendix P (Responses to Comments), San Diego Bay NWR Final CCP/EIS     P-229 

   
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
39.11 Refer to Response 11.39. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
39.12 Refer to Response 18.2. 
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39.13 Refer to Response 18.3.  
 
 
39.14 Refer to Response 18.4. 
 
 
39.15 Refer to Response 18.5. 
 
 
 
39.16 Refer to Response 18.6. 
 
 
 
 
39.17 Refer to Responses 10.23 and 18.9.  
 
 
 
 
39.18 Refer to Responses 10.18, 11.17, 18.22, and 18.26. 
 
 
39.19 We believe the list of required permits is complete; however, the 

types of permits required would be further evaluated during the 
step-down restoration planning that would occur following approval 
of the CCP. 
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39.20 Refer to Responses 18.29 and 18.31. 
 
 
 
 
39.21 Refer to Response 18.44.   
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