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 H-1 US 160 Final EIS, May 2006 

1. Section 1 ONE Introduction 

In accordance with Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973, as amended (16 US 
Code [USC] 1531 et seq.), this Biological Assessment (BA) assesses impacts to species listed as 
threatened or endangered under the ESA that would be affected as a result of the proposed 
US 160/US 550 improvement project.  Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) would 
like to request formal consultation with the US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) as the 
proposed expansion of US 160 may adversely affect Southwestern willow flycatcher 
(Empidonax traillii extimus), the Colorado pikeminnow (Ptychocheilus lucius), and razorback 
sucker (Xyrauchen texanus).  CDOT would also like concurrence from the USFWS that the 
proposed expansion may affect, but is unlikely to adversely affect bald eagle (Haliaeetus 
leucocephalus), Yellow-billed cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus), and Knowlton’s cactus 
(Pediocactus knowltonii). 

During Southwestern willow flycatcher surveys conducted in 1998 and 2002, a single 
Southwestern willow flycatcher was observed in a willow carr located north of US 160 and 
approximately 0.2 mile west of County Road (CR) 501 during the bird’s breeding season (Sugnet 
2001, 2002).  This individual bird was observed on multiple occasions in July, indicating that it 
is a likely resident breeding bird occupying territory in the area.  Roosting bald eagles have also 
been observed in the corridor, but are not expected to be adversely affected by the proposed 
expansion of US 160.  Suitable habitat exists in the corridor for the Yellow-billed cuckoo and 
Knowlton cactus, but no individuals were located during field surveys.  No other threatened, 
endangered, or candidate species or their habitats have been identified in the project area.  
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2. Section 2 TWO Description of Proposed Action 

2.1 PROPOSED ACTION 
CDOT, Region 5, is proposing to reconstruct and expand approximately 17.5 miles of United 
States (US) Highway 160 (US 160) between Durango and Bayfield, in La Plata County, 
Colorado.  CDOT anticipates that improvements may include widening to four lanes, highway 
realignments in some segments, and the addition of consolidated access roads.  Other safety 
improvements include creating wider shoulders, incorporating wildlife underpasses and deer 
fencing, and redesigning portions of the highway.  CDOT, on behalf of the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) is preparing an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) to evaluate 
potential impacts of the proposed project.  

Existing highway improvements for US 160 in La Plata County were constructed in the 1950s 
and 1960s.  At that time, the population of La Plata County was less than 20,000 residents.  Since 
then, the population has more than doubled and tourist activity has increased dramatically.  As a 
result, traffic volumes along the US 160 corridor have increased significantly, and traffic 
volumes in the region almost double in the summer months with the influx of tourists.  Accident 
rates along some stretches of US 160 have also risen to levels above state averages.  Highway 
improvements in the project area over the past 40 years have consisted mainly of safety 
improvements at the US 160/US 550 south (Farmington Hill) intersection and the US 160/State 
Highway (SH) 172 intersection.  The purpose of this project is to improve the conditions for the 
traveling public along US 160 in the project corridor.  Specifically, the purpose of the project is 
to: 

• Increase travel efficiency/capacity to meet current and future needs 

• Improve safety for the traveling public by reducing the number and severity of accidents 

• Control access 

The need for this project is based on the projected increase in travel demands on highway 
capacity and efficiency, and the existing substandard design that contributes to accidents 
associated with roadway deficiencies.   

The project is located in the Upper Colorado Drainage Basin and the San Juan River Watershed.  
The project corridor crosses three major river drainage basins (Animas, Florida, and Los Piños 
rivers from west to east).  Numerous smaller streams, irrigation ditches, gulches, and wetlands 
are crossed in the project corridor.  Elevations along the project corridor range from 
approximately 6,400 feet to 7,100 feet.  The area assessed as part of the impact area includes the 
existing road surface, all areas within the CDOT right-of-way (ROW), and generally 300 feet out 
from the ROW on either side of the highway. 

The project area is encompassed on the Bayfield, Gem Village, and Loma Linda, Colorado US 
Geologic Survey (USGS) 7.5’ quadrangles (see Figure 1) in Township (T) 34 North (N), Range 
(R) 9 West (W) in Sections 1 through 4, 9 through 12, 16, 17, and 1U through 9U; T 34N, R 8W 
in Sections 1 through 18 and 1U through 5U; T 34N, R 7W, Sections 1-18, 3U-6U; and in 
T 34N, R 6W, in Sections 6 and 7. 
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2.2 PROJECT ALTERNATIVES 
The EIS for US 160 divided the 17.5 miles of highway into 4 distinct sections to analyze impacts 
from the proposed project.  Within each section, a No Action, Preferred Alternative, and Other 
Action Alternatives were evaluated.  CDOT, FHWA, and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
(USACE) conducted the identification, evaluation, and screening of the alternatives, with input 
from the reviewing agencies (Bureau of Land Management, US Environmental Protection 
Agency [EPA], USFWS).  Two alternatives for each of the four sections were evaluated in the 
DEIS and are shown in Figures 2 and 3.  This report will address impacts to federally threatened, 
endangered, or candidate species as a result of the Preferred Alternative for each of the four 
sections.   

The Preferred Alternative will generally follow the existing alignment along the US 160 
corridor; however, the highway will be realigned to bypass Gem Village to the south.  In 
addition, US 550 south of US 160 will be realigned to the east of the existing highway where it 
meets US 160 at Farmington Hill.  CR 222, CR 223, CR 502, and 501 will be realigned where 
they intersect with US 160, and grade-separated interchanges are proposed at US 160/US 550 
south at Farmington Hill, CR 233 (Three Springs Boulevard), and SH 172.  All the at-grade 
intersections with county roads will be upgraded to meet current design standards.  Final design 
and construction of each section is expected to be completed in phases over the next 20 years, 
depending on funding availability.   

The project will extend the four-lane highway from mile post (MP) 87.50 east to MP 104.0 
where it will transition to a two-lane highway, completing this transition at MP 105.0.  East of 
MP 105.0, existing and projected traffic volumes do not indicate a need for a four-lane highway.  
In addition, the project includes realignment of approximately 1.1 miles of US 550 south of 
MP 16.56 to provide a safe and improved intersection with US 160. 

2.2.1 Description of Preferred Alternative by Section 

Grandview Section 
Grandview (MP 87.50 to 91.80 on US 160) includes a small portion of US 550 south (MP 16.56 
to MP 15.61), the highway that connects Durango with Farmington, New Mexico, from its 
junction with US 160 south to approximately 0.25 mile south of CR 220.   

From the western project limit to the US 160/US 550 (south) intersection, US 160 would be four 
lanes with an eastbound climbing lane and a westbound auxiliary lane.  From the US 550 (south) 
intersection to the intersection with SH 172/CR 234, US 160 would be four lanes.  There would 
be single-point urban interchanges at CR 233 (west) and SH 172/CR 234.  US 160 would remain 
on the existing alignment except near the SH 172/CR 234 intersection, where it would be shifted 
north to avoid Crestview Memorial Gardens.   
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US 550 would be four lanes from CR 220 to the intersection with US 160.  US 550 would be 
realigned to the east of the existing US 550 and skirt the western edge of the Florida Mesa before 
connecting to US 160 with a trumpet interchange approximately 0.6 mile east of the existing 
US 160/US 550 (south) intersection. 

Alternative G Modified is the Preferred Alternative because it provides less out-of-direction 
travel, fewer relocations, and two access points for traffic entering and exiting Grandview.   

Florida Mesa and Valley Section 
The Florida Mesa and Valley section (MP 91.80 to MP 94.15) of US 160 runs east from 
SH 172/CR 234 to east of the Florida River.   

US 160 would be four lanes and generally remain on the existing alignment, with slight shifts as 
necessary to avoid residential structures on the north side of US 160 and the Griffin Dairy Farm 
complex on the south side of US 160.  Continuous access roads would be constructed both north 
and south of the highway.  CR 222 and CR 223 would be realigned and connect to access roads 
on both sides of US 160.  A new intersection with US 160 would be created approximately 
4,500 feet east of the existing CR 222/CR 223 (west) intersection.  Because this is on the east 
side of the Florida River, new roadway connections would be made to CR 510 on the south and 
CR 223 on the north. 

Alternative C is the Preferred Alternative for this section because it would provide a better 
location for the CR 222/CR 223 (west) intersection with US 160.  This alternative would be less 
expensive, is supported by the public, and is included in the La Plata County Comprehensive 
Traffic Study, 1999.   

Dry Creek and Gem Village Section 
The Dry Creek and Gem Village section (MP 94.15 to MP 101.57) is sparsely developed from 
the Florida River to Gem Village.  At Gem Village the corridor transitions into an 
unincorporated developed residential and commercial area. 

US 160 would be four lanes and generally remain on the existing alignment with improvements 
for curvature, grades, and sight distance from the CR 222/CR 223 (west) intersection to the 
CR 223 (east) intersection.  CR 223 would be realigned and connect to US 160 approximately 
1,500 feet west of the existing US 160/CR 223 (east) intersection.  To reduce impacts to high 
quality wetlands, a 36-foot median would be used from MP 98 to MP 99 to separate opposing 
travel lanes.  A 46-foot median would be used in all other areas.  Access roads are provided on 
both sides of US 160 between MP 94 and MP 95 and on the north side of US 160 between 
MP 96 and MP 97 to consolidate direct highway access and reduce out-of-direction travel.  East 
of the US 160/CR 223 (east) intersection, US 160 would be realigned and bypass Gem Village to 
the south.  The realigned US 160 would leave the existing US 160 on the west side of Gem 
Village near MP 100 and rejoin it near MP 101.  No access roads would be constructed, but 
access would be provided at the east end of Gem Village.  A one-way slip ramp would provide 
access for westbound traffic at the west end of Gem Village.   

Alternative H is the Preferred Alternative for this section because it would have fewer impacts to 
residential and commercial properties in Gem Village.  Although the environmental impacts 
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would be greater, Alternative C would have greater impacts to community cohesion.  As a result, 
the community overwhelmingly supports Alternative H.   

Bayfield Section 
The highway from Gem Village to east of Bayfield (MP 101.57 to MP 104.20) is a moderately 
developed residential and commercial area.  US 160 would be four lanes and generally remain on 
the existing alignment with improvements for curvature, grades, and sight distance.  Three 
closely spaced intersections with US 160 [US 160B (west), CR 506, and CR 502] would be 
consolidated into a single unsignalized intersection.  CR 502 would be realigned and connect to 
US 160 approximately 1,500 feet west of the existing US 160/CR 502 intersection.  The 
realigned CR 502 would intersect CR 506 north of US 160 and continue south of US 160 to 
intersect with US 160B.  This realignment would eliminate both of the existing US 160 
intersections with CR 502 and CR 506.  Access to US 160B would be maintained through an 
access road on the south side of US 160.  The US 160/CR 501 intersection would remain a 
signalized intersection at its present location.  The intersections of US 160B/CR 501 and 
US 160B/CR 521 would be reconstructed as a roundabout. 

Alternative B is the Preferred Alternative for this section because it would have fewer impacts to 
wetlands, irrigated farmland, and wildlife habitat.  The public preferred this alternative and it is 
also the least expensive. 
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Table 1 
Federally Listed Species Potentially Occurring in the 

US 160 Project Area and Their Federal Status 

Species Status Potential for Occurrence Habitat 
Colorado squawfish (pike minnow)  
Ptychocheilus lucius 

Endangered Not present in project area, 
but present in San Juan River 
Basin.  May be affected by 
water depletions. 

In Colorado, they are currently found in 
the Green, Yampa, White, Colorado, 
Gunnison, San Juan, and Dolores rivers.  
Do not occur in project area; populations 
occur downstream.  

Razorback sucker  
Xyrauchen texanus 

Endangered Not present in project area, 
but present in San Juan River 
Basin.  May be affected by 
water depletions. 

Known habitat in the San Juan River 
Basin.  Do not occur in project area; 
populations occur downstream. 

Uncompahgre frittilary butterfly  
Boloria acrocnema 

Endangered Not present.  Will not be 
evaluated further. 

Snow willow (Salix nivalis) patches in 
high-elevation alpine meadows at 
10,000 to 14,000 feet in the San Juan 
Mountains.  No suitable habitat in 
project area. 

Plant Species 
Knowlton’s cactus  
Pediocactus knowltonii 

Endangered May occur, no known 
populations in project area. 

Alluvial deposits that form rolling 
gravelly hills with pinyon-juniper and 
sagebrush.  Elevations of known 
populations range from 6,800 to 7,550 
feet.  Suitable habitat is in project area, 
though none were found during field 
surveys.  Nearest known population is 
south along the Los Piños River in San 
Juan County, New Mexico. 

Mancos milkvetch  
Astragalus humillimus 

Endangered Not present.  Will not be 
evaluated further. 

Sparsely vegetated shale or adobe clay 
badlands at 4,000 to 5,000-foot 
elevations.  No suitable habitat, project 
area is above known elevation range for 
species. 

Mesa Verde cactus  
Sclerocactus mesae-verdae 

Threatened Not present.  Will not be 
evaluated further. 

Sandstone ledges or mesa tops often in 
association with pinyon-juniper 
woodlands, in cracks or sandy pockets at 
elevations of 5,500 to 5,850-feet.  No 
suitable habitat in project area. 
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4. Section 4 FOUR Species Considered and Species Evaluated 

Based on the habitats available in the project area and the zone of influence of the proposed 
improvements to US 160, this BA evaluates the potential direct and indirect effects of the 
Preferred Alternatives on bald eagle, Southwestern willow flycatcher, Yellow-billed cuckoo, 
Colorado pikeminnow, razorback sucker, and Knowlton cactus.  Impacts to critical habitats 
associated with these species were also evaluated. 

4.1 BALD EAGLE 

4.1.1 Natural History 
The bald eagle (Haliacetus leucocephalus) is a federally listed 
threatened species that is the only species of sea eagle native to North 
America.  Bald eagles are distinguished by white head and tail 
feathers contrasting with a dark brown body.  Bald eagles are large, 
long-lived raptors; females generally weigh up to 14 pounds and have 
a wingspan up to 8 feet.  Males are smaller, weighing 7 to 10 pounds 
with a wingspan of 6.5 feet (USFWS 1999).   

Bald eagles subsist mainly on fish, waterfowl, and carrion but are opportunistic feeders and often 
rely on rabbits and ground squirrels (Griffin et al. 1982).  In Colorado and Wyoming, nest trees 
located in forest stands varied from old-growth ponderosa pine to linear groups of riparian 
woodland surrounded by rangeland (Kralovec et al. 1992).  Nests and roosts are usually located 
in tall trees near water in areas free of human activity and development (Buehler et al. 1991, 
USFWS 1999, Steidl and Anthony 2000).   

Bald eagles pair for life and typically return to the same breeding territory year after year.  
Eagles are territorial during the nesting season and will defend their nesting territory (1 to 2 
square miles) from other eagles.  Clutch size is usually 1 to 3 eggs (NatureServe 2002).  Nests 
are in tall trees and are large; typically 5 feet wide by 3 feet deep and are used year after year.  
The most successful nests are situated below the crown of a live tree, where the young are 
sheltered from the elements and adults have easy aerial access.   

4.1.2 Habitat Requirements 
Bald eagle breeding habitat generally occurs within 2.5 miles of large lakes, reservoirs, major 
rivers, estuaries, and some coastal areas in which there are adequate prey, perching areas, and 
nesting sites to support the species.  In winter, bald eagles often congregate at roost sites that are 
generally close to open water and offer good perch trees and night roosts, which are used for 
sleeping and protection from winter storms.  Eagles usually leave the roost to hunt early in the 
morning and return in the evening.  However, roosts may be used all day during severe weather 
conditions.  Roosts are used by individual eagles, or small to large groups; a communal roost is 
defined as a tree or group of trees used by 15 or more eagles. 

4.1.3 Designated Critical Habitat 
No critical habitat has been designated for this species. 
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4.2 SOUTHWESTERN WILLOW FLYCATCHER 

4.2.1 Natural History 
The Southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax traillii extimus) is a 
federally listed endangered species, and is one of four subspecies of the 
willow flycatcher.  It is a small bird, approximately 6 inches long with a 
green-gray back and wings, a white throat, a light olive breast, a pale 
yellow belly, and two white wing bars.  It has a light eye-ring and a long 
wide bill.  The upper mandible is dark brown to black, and the lower 
mandible is pale orange.  The willow flycatcher can be differentiated from 
other subspecies by its distinctive “fitz-bew” song.   

Southwestern willow flycatchers are riparian obligates, nesting only in 
dense riparian habitats near surface water or saturated soil.  The presence 
of water around the willows increases the forage basis by producing an 

abundance of insects (Sedgwick 1998; Andrews and Righter 1992).  Southwestern willow 
flycatchers are gleaning and sallying insectivores; their diets consisting of wasps, bees, beetles, 
butterflies, and caterpillars (Finch and Stoleson 2000).   

Open-cupped nests are built in a fork of a branch, 4 to 25 feet above ground, and are made from 
leaves, grass, feathers, and animal hair.  Clutch size is typically 3 eggs that are buff colored with 
occasional spotting on the blunt end (Finch and Stoleson 2000).  Southwestern willow 
flycatchers arrive in breeding territories as early as April but typically between mid-May and 
June; a bird observed from mid-June to July 20 can be assumed to occupy breeding territory.  
Juveniles fledge in late June to mid-August, while adults leave breeding territories in mid-August 
to mid-September (Finch and Stoleson 2000). 

4.2.2 Habitat Requirements 
In Colorado and other higher elevation sites, Southwestern willow flycatchers breed primarily in 
sandbar willows (Salix exigua) and Geyer willows (S. geyeriana) within approximately 100 feet 
of water (Finch and Stoleson 2000).  Occupied habitat is generally associated with the presence 
of surface water and dominated by shrubs and small trees, 10 to 30 feet tall, that provide dense 
lower and mid-story vegetation.   

Patch size is an important indicator of the birds’ productivity; therefore, USFWS has suggested 
minimum requirements for Southwestern willow flycatcher willow carr size.  Willow carrs 
measuring 30 feet in width and length, and 6 feet in height are considered suitable habitat for the 
subspecies (Sugnet 2001 citing Ireland pers. comm. 2001).  For purposes of this BA, it is 
assumed that all willow patches within the US 160 project area that fulfill these minimum size 
criteria are potentially suitable habitat and support, or potentially support, at least one 
Southwestern willow flycatcher territory.  Territory size requirements are not well known; 
however, habitat patches as small as 1.2 acres were found to support one or two nesting pairs of 
the subspecies.   

Habitat patches used for breeding and nesting exhibit large variation in size and shape.  Breeding 
patches may be a relatively dense, linear, contiguous stand or irregularly shaped mosaic of dense 
vegetation that contains open areas (Finch and Stoleson 2000).  Southwestern willow flycatchers 
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have not been observed nesting in narrow, linear riparian areas where the entire patch is less than 
33 feet wide, although migrating individuals may utilize these linear areas.  Research suggests 
that flycatchers cluster territories into small portions of riparian sites; major portions of the site 
may be occupied irregularly or not at all (Finch and Stoleson 2000).   

4.2.3 Designated Critical Habitat 
In 1993, USFWS formally proposed listing the flycatcher as federally endangered and proposed 
to designate critical habitat for the species (USFWS 1993).  In a 1995 ruling, USFWS found the 
Southwestern willow flycatcher population to be very low and facing extinction without 
protection.  Therefore, the Southwestern willow flycatcher was listed as endangered, but 
designation of critical habitat was postponed (USFWS 1995a).   

In 1997, USFWS designated 18 critical habitat units totaling 964 river kilometers (599 river 
miles) in Arizona, California, and New Mexico.  In Colorado, critical habitat has been proposed 
in the San Luis Valley Management Unit, east of the project area (USFWS 2004a); however, no 
critical habitat is proposed within the vicinity of the project area.  A Final Rule on the proposed 
critical habitat designations is expected in Fall 2005 (USFWS 2004b). 

4.3 COLORADO PIKEMINNOW 

4.3.1 Natural History 
The Colorado pikeminnow was listed as federally endangered on March 11, 1967.  Colorado 
pikeminnow are long, slender fish with olive-green and gold backs, silver sides, and white belly.  
Adults attain a maximum size of approximately 6 feet in length and weighing up to 80 pounds.  
Though primarily a piscivorous fish, smaller individuals also eat insects and other invertebrates 
(Colorado Division of Wildlife [CDOW] 2004). 

Colorado pikeminnow can migrate 200 miles to spawn (USFWS 2002b).  During spring and 
early summer, adult Colorado pikeminnow inhabit areas inundated by spring flooding.  These 
areas are considered important to renew energy reserves required for migration and spawning 
(USFWS 1994).  Colorado pikeminnow spawn when they are 5 or 6 years old and at least 
16 inches long. 

Spawning occurs after spring runoff when water temperatures are approximately 64 to 73 
degrees Fahrenheit (USFWS 2002b).  Eggs are deposited onto a gravel or cobble bottom, and 
usually hatch in less than one week (CDOW 2004).  Following spawning, adult Colorado 
pikeminnow inhabit eddies, backwaters, and shorelines and are most common in shallow, ice-
covered shoreline areas in winter (USFWS 1994). 

4.3.2 Habitat Requirements 
Colorado pikeminnow are endemic to the Colorado River Basin of the Southwestern United 
States.  Colorado pikeminnow occupy warm-water reaches of the Colorado River mainstem and 
larger tributaries, and require uninterrupted stream passage for spawning migrations and 
dispersal of young (USFWS 2002b).  They are long-lived, large-river fish that utilize a variety of 
substrates, depths, and velocities.  Young prefer small, quiet backwaters, while adults require 
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pools, deep runs, and eddy habitats maintained by high spring flows (USFWS 2002b).  High 
spring flows are necessary to maintain channel and habitat diversity, flush sediments from 
spawning areas to form gravel and cobble deposits used for spawning areas, rejuvenate food 
production, and rejuvenate backwater nursery habitats (USFWS 2002b). 

4.3.3 Designated Critical Habitat 
In 1978, USFWS proposed critical habitat for the Colorado pikeminnow on 623 miles of the 
Colorado, Green, Gunnison, and Yampa rivers, which was later withdrawn (USFWS 1994).  In 
1994, six reaches of the Colorado River system were designated as critical habitat for Colorado 
pikeminnow, totaling 1,848 miles.  Critical habitat includes portions of the Colorado, Green, 
Yampa, White, and San Juan rivers (USFWS 1994).  

4.4 RAZORBACK SUCKER 

4.4.1 Natural History 
The razorback sucker was first proposed for federal listing in 1978 but was withdrawn due to 
non-compliance with 1978 amendments of the ESA.  The species was finally listed as 
endangered on October 23, 1991.  Razorback suckers are one of the largest suckers in North 
America and can grow longer than 3 feet and to up to 13 pounds (USFWS 2004a).  Razorback 
suckers have been documented to live 40 years or more.  Individual razorback suckers have 
elongated bodies that are brownish-green with a yellow to white-colored belly with a bony, 
sharp-edged dorsal keel immediately posterior to the skull (USFWS 2002b).  Breeding males 
turn gray-black up to the lateral line with a bright orange belly (CDOW 2004).  Depending on 
age and habitat, razorback suckers consume insects, zooplankton, phytoplankton, algae, and 
detritus (USFWS 2002b). 

Razorback suckers spawn at age 3 or 4, when they reach 14 or more inches long.  Spawning in 
rivers occurs over bars of cobble, gravel, and sand substrates during spring runoff (USFWS 
2002b).  Razorbacks typically spawn between mid-April and mid-June, depending on water 
temperature.  Razorback suckers migrate long distances to spawn and congregate in large 
numbers in spawning areas (CDOW 2004).  Except during periods before and after spawning, 
adult razorback sucker are considered to be sedentary (USFWS 2002b). 

4.4.2 Habitat Requirements 
Razorback suckers are endemic to the Colorado River Basin of the Southwestern United States.  
Razorback suckers habitat requirements vary by season and location.  Young razorback suckers 
require nursery environments with quiet, warm, shallow water such as tributary mouths, 
backwaters, or inundated floodplain habitats in rivers, and coves or shorelines in reservoirs 
(USFWS 2002b).  Flooded bottomlands and other low-velocity shoreline habitats in alluvial 
reaches of the upper Colorado, Green, and San Juan rivers are important nursery areas for larval 
and juvenile razorback sucker (USFWS 2002b). 

Adults require rivers with deep runs, eddies, backwaters, and flooded off-channel environments 
in spring; runs and pools, often in shallow water associated with submerged sandbars in summer; 
and low-velocity runs, pools, and eddies in winter (USFWS 2002b).  However, in the San Juan 
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River, hatchery-reared, radio-tagged adults were found in swifter mid-channel currents during 
summer-autumn base-flow periods (USFWS 2002b).  Adults left the main channel and moved 
into edge pools during low base flows in winter; edge pools were used exclusively in January, 
the coldest month of the study.  During the other winter months, fish ventured into the main 
channel during the warmest part of the day, presumably to feed (USFWS 2002b). 

4.4.3 Designated Critical Habitat 
Critical habitat was not designated for the razorback sucker until 1994 (USFWS 1994).  Fifteen 
reaches of the Colorado River system, totaling 1,724 miles, were designated as critical habitat for 
razorback sucker, including portions of the Green, Yampa, Duchesne, Colorado, White, 
Gunnison, and San Juan rivers (USFWS 1994).  Streamflow regulation, habitat modification, 
competition with and predation by non-native fish species, and pesticides and pollutants have 
contributed to the decline of razorback suckers (USFWS 2002b). 

4.5 YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO 

4.5.1 Natural History 
The Yellow-billed cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus) is a federal candidate species.  The Yellow-
billed cuckoo is a gray and white, medium-sized bird (12 inches) with a down-curved, yellow-
based bill and long tail.  It is omnivorous, but feeds primarily on caterpillars.  Other prey 
includes cicadas, grasshoppers, beetles, bugs, ants, wasps, frogs, lizards, and small fruits (Howe 
1986).  The Yellow-billed cuckoo winters in mature tropical forests, returning to the United 
States, northern Mexico and southern Canada for nesting (Kingery 1998).  

4.5.2 Habitat Requirements 
The Yellow-billed cuckoo breeds in low to mid-elevation riparian woodlands, deciduous 
woodlands, and abandoned farms and orchards (Finch 1992).  In Western Colorado, Yellow-
billed cuckoo records of occurrence have come primarily from old-growth riparian woodlands 
with dense understories (Kingery 1998).  Suitable nesting habitat is considered to be mature 
cottonwood-willow riparian habitat greater than 37 acres in extent and 325 feet in width 
(Laymon and Halterman 1989).  

4.5.3 Designated Critical Habitat 
As a federal candidate, critical habitat has not been designated for the Yellow-billed cuckoo. 

4.6 KNOWLTON CACTUS 

4.6.1 Natural History 
The Knowlton cactus (Pediocactus knowltonii) is a federally listed endangered species.  The 
Knowlton cactus is a small 1.5-inch tall, 1.0-inch diameter succulent with pink flowers that 
bloom in April and May [USFWS 1998, Spackman et. al 1997].  Areoles are 2.5 mm in diameter 
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3. Section 3 THREE Consultation History 

CDOT contacted the USFWS in 1998 to request a list of federally endangered, threatened, 
proposed, and candidate species that potentially occur within the US 160 project area.  Based on 
the length of time elapsed since the original letter from the USFWS was received, CDOT 
requested an updated list from the USFWS in February 2003 and again in March 2005.  The 
USFWS responded to both requests with a list of species that are known to occur or have the 
potential to occur in the general vicinity of the project area or that may be otherwise affected by 
the proposed project.  These species are listed in Table 1.  Copies of the letters from the USFWS 
are included for review in Attachment A. 

Species descriptions and natural history information were obtained through literature searches.  
Appropriate agency representatives, field guides, and on-line World Wide Web sources, such as 
the Natural Diversity Information System, provided information on distributions and 
documented occurrences for federally listed species that occur in La Plata County.  General site 
assessments were conducted in 1998 and 1999 to determine vegetation communities and habitats 
present in the project area. 

Table 1 
Federally Listed Species Potentially Occurring in the 

US 160 Project Area and Their Federal Status 

Species Status Potential for Occurrence Habitat 
Animal Species 
Bald eagle  
Haliaeetus leucocephalus 

Threatened Present, winter roosting 
habitat exists in area.  
Occasionally nests in region. 

Large lakes, reservoirs, major rivers, 
estuaries, and some coastal areas.   

Southwestern willow flycatcher  
Empidonax trailii 

Endangered Present, breeding activity 
observed in 1998 and 2002 at 
one survey location near 
Bayfield. 

In Colorado, breed primarily in sandbar 
willows (Salix exigua) and Geyer 
willows (S. geyeriana) within 
approximately 100 feet of water, usually 
distant from trees.   

Yellow-billed cuckoo 
Coccyzus americanus 

Candidate Potentially present.  Suitable 
breeding habitat exists along 
Los Pinos and Florida rivers. 

Breed in large areas of lowland, riparian 
cottonwood-willow habitats, and urban 
areas with tall trees.  Historically 
occurred in the project vicinity, 
however, not known to currently nest in 
the US 160 corridor. 

Mexican spotted owl  
Strix occidenalis lucida 

Threatened Presence unlikely.  Will not be 
evaluated further. 

Nests and roosts in caves or cliff ledges 
in steep canyons with old-growth 
Douglas fir and pinyon-juniper at 
elevations of 4,400 to 6,800 feet.  No 
suitable nesting or roosting habitat in 
project area; marginal winter habitat. 

Canada lynx 
Lynx Canadensis 

Threatened Not present.  Will not be 
evaluated further. 

High-elevation spruce/fir forests with 
deep snow.  Use rock ledges, trees, 
fallen logs, and sometimes caves for 
denning.  No suitable habitat in project 
area. 

Black-footed ferret  
Mustela nigripes 

Endangered Not present.  Will not be 
evaluated further. 

Shortgrass and midgrass prairie to semi-
desert shrublands in prairie dog colonies 
of sufficient size to support the species.  
No suitable habitat in project area. 
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with no central spine.  P. knowltonii is the smallest member of the genus.  It is endemic to 
northwestern New Mexico and occurs in only two small populations (La Boca and Reese 
Canyon).   

4.6.2 Habitat Requirements 
Knowlton cactus grow on tertiary alluvial deposits that have formed gravely, dark, sandy loams 
overlying the San Jose Formation.  These deposits form rolling, gravelly hills that are vegetated 
with pinyon pine (Pinus edulis), Rocky Mountain juniper (Juniper scopulorum), and big 
sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata) (Heil 1985).  It is found under the shade of trees and shrubs and 
in open areas in dry pinyon-juniper woodlands (The Nature Conservancy [TNC] 1998).  Surface 
material in areas where the species is found range from pea sized gravel to cobble (Heil 1985).  
The La Boca population grows on the slopes and top of a singe hill at approximately 6,800 feet 
elevation.  The Reese Canyon population is at 7,500 feet elevation.  The annual precipitation of 
this region is approximately 30 centimeters (12 inches). 

4.6.3 Designated Critical Habitat 
Critical habitat has not been designated for this species.  
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5. Section 5 FIVE Environmental Baseline 

5.1 GENERAL HABITAT CONDITIONS 
Wetlands occur throughout the study area, with their distribution closely linked to irrigation 
practices, soils, and topography.  Irrigated agricultural areas with many small wetlands occur on 
Florida Mesa and east of Bayfield.  Wetlands are also common in the valleys of perennial 
streams, including Wilson Gulch, Florida River Valley, Dry Creek, and Los Piños River Valley. 
The largest wetlands occur in broad valleys with high groundwater in Wilson Gulch, Upper Dry 
Creek, and between Gem Village and Bayfield.  Scrub-shrub wetland species include sandbar 
willow (Salix exigua), Pacific willow (Salix lasiandra), and yellow willow (Salix lutea).   

The majority of the riparian woodlands in the project area are dominated by narrowleaf 
cottonwood (Populus sp.) and have understories of non-native species, including some noxious 
weeds.  These riparian woodlands occur along the Florida River, the west side of the Los Piños 
River Valley, Lower Wilson Gulch, Long Hollow, and on the west side of Gem Village.  All of 
these woodlands occur on stream floodplains except for the one at Gem Village, which appears 
to be supported by seepage from a canal.  Linear cottonwood stands also are present along some 
irrigation ditches. 

In addition, pinyon-juniper-oak woodland occurs throughout the US 160 project area; 
discontiguous sagebrush-rabbitbrush habitats occur east of Florida River; and grasslands, 
including pastures, are scattered throughout the project corridor. 

5.2 BALD EAGLE 
Bald eagles historically ranged throughout North America, except extreme northern Alaska and 
Canada and central and southern Mexico.  They nested on both coasts from Florida to Baja, 
California in the south, and from Labrador to the western Aleutian Islands, Alaska, in the north. 

Bald eagles started to decline in the 19th century due to trophy hunting, feather collecting, 
shooting, the poisoning of bald eagle prey, and the loss of nesting habitat due to forest clearing 
and development in the early to mid-20th century (USFWS 1999).  After World War II, bald 
eagles suffered severe effects from the widespread use of dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane 
(DDT).  DDT accumulated in the fatty tissues of adult female bald eagles, impairing calcium 
release and causing thin egg shells and reproductive failure.  This led to listing the southern 
population of bald eagles as endangered in 1967 and the banning of DDT in 1972.  In 1978, 
eagles throughout the US were designated as endangered and downlisted to threatened in 1995. 

USFWS proposed to remove the bald eagle from the Endangered Species List and declare the 
species fully recovered by July 2000, but the decision was delayed until USFWS decides on a 
management plan once the species is delisted.  After USFWS delists the bald eagle, it will still be 
protected by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act and the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act. 

Bald eagles winter in the project area and nest at several locations in the region.  Bald eagle nests 
have not been observed in the US 160 corridor, although nests are located south of the project 
area in the Southern Ute Indian Reservation.  Bald eagle winter range occurs along the Florida 
River and Los Piños River valleys, and both the Florida and Los Piños rivers are considered 
winter concentration areas (CDOW 1996, Kloster 2003).  No communal roost sites occur along 
the US 160 highway corridor, but known winter roost/perch trees are present near the Florida 
Canal and at the Florida and Los Piños rivers. 
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No bald eagle nests were observed during field reconnaissance of the project area.  Due to the 
significant human presence along US 160 and in the project area, nests are unlikely to occur near 
the US 160 highway alignment.   

5.3 SOUTHWESTERN WILLOW FLYCATCHER 
The Southwestern willow flycatcher has declined during the past 100 years, primarily due to the 
loss, fragmentation, and modification of riparian habitats.  Historically, Southwestern willow 
flycatchers were widespread throughout the southwest, with southwest Colorado being in the 
extreme northeast portion of the species’ current range.  Southwestern willow flycatchers 
currently occupy six states including Arizona, southern California, New Mexico, southern 
Nevada, southern Utah, and southwestern Colorado (Finch and Stoleson 2000, Paradzick et al. 
2001).  These birds winter in southern Mexico, Central America, and northern South America 
(USFWS 2001b).   

The US 160 project area has approximately 21 discrete areas of suitable Southwestern willow 
flycatcher habitat.  Sugnet conducted surveys in 1998, 1999, and 2002 for presence or absence of 
Southwestern willow flycatcher in suitable habitat along the US 160 corridor.  The project area 
was grouped into four survey regions and surveyed region-by-region.   

In 1998 and 1999 four areas were surveyed within the US 160 project area per existing USFWS 
survey requirements.  One Southwestern willow flycatcher was observed on two occasions in 
1998 near the proposed ROW in riparian shrub along an unnamed stream on the Los Piños River 
floodplain.  No Southwestern willow flycatchers were observed in the 1999 survey (Sugnet 
2002).   

In 2000, USFWS provided new information regarding minimum patch size dimensions for 
willow carrs capable of supporting nesting Southwestern willow flycatchers.  Willow carrs 
measuring 30 feet in width and length and 6 feet in height are considered suitable habitat for 
these birds.  However, linear patches wider than 15 feet that cover at least 900 square feet should 
also be considered potential Southwestern willow flycatcher habitat (Sugnet 2002).  Based on 
this new information, 21 sites were identified as suitable habitat and surveyed along the entire 
length of the project corridor in 2002.  These survey regions and areas are described below.   

Survey Region A (Figure 4) is located at the western end of the project corridor and has four 
survey areas within it.  Brief descriptions of these areas follow. 

Survey Area A1 consists of one patch approximately 60 feet by 60 feet and is dominated by 
sandbar willow (Salix exigua).  The area is located due south of the intersection of US 160 and 
US 550 in Section 2 at the base of Farmington Hill. 

Survey Area A2 is a complex of patches consisting of a series of linear willow patches north of 
US 160 along Wilson Gulch in Section 2, most measuring up to 30 feet in width.  These patches 
are dominated by an understory of sandbar and other willows and a cottonwood (Populus sp.) 
overstory. 

Survey Area A3 is located along a tributary to Wilson Gulch, both east and west of the 
intersection of US 160 and CR 233 in Section 3.  The patches are linear in nature and measure up 
to approximately 150 feet in width.  Patches are dominated by sandbar willow with an overstory 
of cottonwood and Gambel oak (Quercus gambeli), which overhangs from adjacent upland areas. 
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Survey Area A4 is located south of US 160 in Section 3, just west of Silverview Lane.  The 
survey area consists of one linear patch, measuring approximately 40 feet in width and is 
dominated by sandbar willow and cottonwood. 

Survey Region B (Figure 4) is located immediately east of Survey Region A along the US 160 
project corridor and has nine survey areas within it.  Brief descriptions of all survey areas in 
Survey Region B follow. 

Survey Area B1 is located northeast of the intersection of US Highway 160 and CR 234 
(Elmore’s Corner) in Section 4.  This area consists of a single patch measuring approximately 
50 feet by 30 feet and is dominated by sandbar willow. 

Survey Area B2 is located along the fenceline, south of US 160, just west of the CR 222/CR 223 
and US 160 intersection in Section 6.  This area is a complex of patches dominated by sandbar 
willow, consisting of several linear patches up to 30 feet in width. 

Survey Area B3 is located south of US 160 at the intersection of CR 222 and US 160 in 
Section 6.  The area is one patch dominated by sandbar willow and measuring approximately 
100 feet by 120 feet. 

Survey Areas B4 and B5 are linear patches located north (B4) and south (B5) of US 160 along 
the McClure-Murray Ditch in Section 6.  Both patches are dominated by sandbar willow and 
measure up to 30 feet in width.   

Survey Area B6 is located north and south of US 160 where it crosses the Florida River in 
Section 6.  The area is dominated by an understory of sandbar and other willows and an 
overstory of cottonwoods. 

Survey Area B7 is located north and south of US 160 at the Long Hollow crossing in Section 6.  
The area is within a contiguous riparian area from approximately 30 feet to 60 feet wide.  The 
area is dominated by sandbar and other willows, as well as cottonwoods. 

Survey Area B8 is located north of US 160 just west of the intersection of US 160 and CR 223 in 
Sections 7, 8, and 9.  B8 is a patch complex consisting of several 30 feet by 30 feet patches 
dominated by sandbar willow and other willow species. 

Survey Area B9 is located north of US 160, just west of the US 160 intersection with Fox Fire 
Road in Sections 7, 8, and 9.  The area consists of several linear patches dominated by sandbar 
willow and up to 30 feet in width. 

Survey Region C (Figure 4) is located immediately east of Survey Region B and includes two 
survey areas: 

Survey Area C1 is a patch complex consisting of numerous patches measuring up to 50 feet in 
width and is dominated by sandbar willow.  The complex is located south of US 160 and runs 
along the Dry Creek drainage from Gem Village to approximately 1.3 miles to the west in 
Sections 7, 8, 9, and 10. 

Survey Area C2 is a single patch located south of US 160, on the eastern side of Gem Village in 
Section 10.  The patch is dominated by sandbar willow and measures approximately 30 feet by 
30 feet. 

Survey Region D (Figure 4) is located at the easternmost end of the project corridor and 
includes six survey areas: 
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Survey Area D1 is located north of US 160A, approximately 600 feet northeast of the 
US 160A/US 160B intersection in Section 10.  The area consists of a single patch dominated by 
sandbar willow and other willow species and measures approximately 30 feet by 50 feet. 

Survey Area D2 is located south of US 160B, just east of US 160/US 160B intersection in 
Section 10.  The area is a single linear patch dominated by sandbar willow and measuring 
approximately 30 feet in width. 

Survey Area D3 is located just west of the US 160/CR 506 intersection in Sections 11 and 12.  
The area consists of two linear patches bisected by CR 506, which may measure up to 30 feet in 
width if measured as a single unit.  The area is dominated by sandbar willow and other willow 
species as well as cottonwood. 

Survey Area D4 is located northeast of the US 160 intersection with the Los Piños River in 
Sections 11 and 12.  This is a complex of patches of various sizes located adjacent to the Los 
Piños River.  Patches are dominated by willow and cottonwood species. 

Survey Area D5 is located north of US 160 and is approximately 600 feet east of the Los Piños 
River (Figure 4 – inset) in Sections 11 and 12.  The patch is linear and runs along an unnamed 
natural stream channel used for irrigation.  Patches range in size from 30 feet to 60 feet in width 
and is dominated by sandbar willow.  A single Southwestern willow flycatcher was observed at 
this survey area in 1998 and multiple times in 2002 surveys (Sugnet 2002).  

Survey Area D6 is located north and south of US 160 where it crosses an unnamed tributary of 
Beaver Creek in Sections 11 and 12. 

A single Southwestern willow flycatcher was observed in Survey Area D5 in both the 1998 and 
2002 surveys; Survey Region D is located in Sections 6, 10, and 11; T 34 N, R 7 W (Figure 4).  
This individual bird was observed on multiple occasions in July, indicating that it is a likely 
resident breeding bird occupying a territory in the area. 

No Southwestern willow flycatchers were observed in any of the other survey areas during 
surveys conducted in 1998, 1999, and 2002 (Sugnet 2002).  Absence of Southwestern willow 
flycatcher observations in these survey areas does not preclude the subspecies from utilizing 
these areas for migration and/or nest sites in the future.  

Five additional patches were identified and discussed in the Eight Corners BA (Sugnet 2001). No 
Southwestern willow flycatchers were observed in these patches, and surveys were not 
conducted.  The Eight Corners BA determined that the proposed Eight Corners project “may 
affect, and is likely to adversely affect Southwestern willow flycatcher territories” (Sugnet 
2001).  The five patches considered in the Eight Corners BA are as follows: 

• P-1 is located west of CR 501, north of US 160, and is a complex of willow stands.  

• P-2 is located north of US 160 and west of the US 160B/CR 501 intersection and measured 
80 feet by 7 feet. 

• P-3 is located directly east of the US 160B/CR 521 intersection. 

• P-4 and P-5 are located directly north of US 160 and east of CR 501.  The westernmost 
willow carr, P-4, measures 18 feet by 500 feet.  The easternmost willow car, P-5, measures 
20 feet by 200 feet. 
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5.4 COLORADO PIKEMINNOW 
Historically, Colorado pikeminnow were considered abundant in the Green and upper Colorado 
rivers and their tributaries (USFWS 2002b).  Wild, reproducing populations occur in the Green 
River and Upper Colorado River sub-basins of the Upper Colorado River Basin (i.e., upstream of 
Glen Canyon Dam, Arizona), and there are small numbers of wild individuals (with limited 
reproduction) in the San Juan River sub-basin.  In Colorado, they are currently found in the 
Green, Yampa, White, Colorado, Gunnison, Dolores, and San Juan rivers (CDOW 2004).  
Colorado pikeminnow in the San Juan River are a small (19 to 50 adults) reproducing population 
that occurs 130 miles downstream from Shiprock, New Mexico, to Lake Powell (USFWS 
2002b). 

More than 300,000 hatchery-produced Colorado pikeminnow have been released in the San Juan 
River as part of the San Juan River Basin Recovery Implementation Program (RIP) (USFWS 
2002b).  None are known to exist in the US 160 project area. 

Recovery goals consist of downlisting the species over a 5-year period from federally 
endangered to threatened when a target number of 1,000 individuals aged 5 or more years old 
(and approximately 11.8 inches long) is established through augmentation and/or natural 
reproduction in the San Juan River sub-basin and target numbers of reproducing populations are 
reached in the Green River and the Upper Colorado River sub-basin (USFWS 2002b). 

Additional recovery goals for the species include removal of non-native fish, connectivity of 
populations through bypass construction around in-stream barriers, and protection of habitat, 
including primary migration routes, required stream flows, and water quality (USFWS 2002b). 

5.5 RAZORBACK SUCKER 
Historically, razorback suckers were widely distributed in warm-water reaches of larger rivers of 
the Colorado River Basin from Mexico to Wyoming (USFWS 2002b).  In the Upper Colorado 
River Basin, the razorback sucker has declined in distribution and abundance until it is now 
found in small numbers in widely distributed locations.  Remaining wild populations are in 
serious jeopardy as extant populations are small with little or no recruitment (USFWS 2002b).  
Razorback sucker are currently found in small numbers in the Green River, Upper Colorado 
River, and San Juan River sub-basins; Lower Colorado River between Lake Havasu and Davis 
Dam; reservoirs of Lakes Mead and Mohave; and in small tributaries of the Gila River sub-basin 
(Verde River, Salt River, and Fossil Creek).  None are known to exist in the US 160 project area. 

Two recovery units exist for the species, the Upper Colorado River Basin (includes the Green, 
Upper Colorado, and San Juan river sub-basins) and the Lower Colorado River Basin (mainstem 
Colorado River and its tributaries from Glen Canyon Dam downstream to the Mexico border 
(USFWS 2002b).  Recovery goals include downlisting over a 5-year period and delisting within 
3 years after downlisting, if self-sustaining populations are maintained in the Green River sub-
basin and either the Upper Colorado River sub-basin or the San Juan River sub-basin (USFWS 
2002b).  For razorback sucker populations to be considered self-sustaining, adults must be 
reproducing and recruitment of young fish into the adult population must occur at a rate to 
maintain the population at a minimum of 5,800 adults.  Downlisting would not be initiated until 
self-sustaining populations are established, which is expected by 2015 (USFWS 2002b). 
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No wild razorback suckers were found during a 1991 to 1997 research project conducted by the 
San Juan River Basin Recovery Implementation Program (USFWS 2002b).  Hatchery-reared 
razorback sucker introduced into the San Juan River in the 1990s have survived and reproduced 
(USFWS 2002b). 

5.6 YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO 
Historically, the western form of the Yellow-billed cuckoo was a fairly common breeding 
species throughout the river bottoms of the western U.S. and southern British Columbia (Gaines 
and Laymon 1984).  The range of this bird has contracted, and populations have declined 
dramatically due to loss of mature closed-canopy riparian forests (Laymon and Halterman 1987).  
The western form was extirpated from British Columbia in the 1920s, Washington in the 1930s, 
and Oregon in the 1940s (Kingery 1998).  In Colorado, it is an uncommon local summer resident 
in western valleys, primarily from Mesa County southward.  It occurs in mountain parks (four 
records) and in foothills and lower mountains (four records).  Numbers of this form fluctuate 
widely from year to year (Natural Diversity Information Source [NDIS] 2005).  No Yellow-
billed cuckoos have been observed in the project area, but suitable riparian woodland habitat 
exists along the Florida and Los Pinos River floodplains that bisect the project corridor, running 
generally perpendicular to US 160. 

5.7 KNOWLTON CACTUS 
The type locality for the Knowlton cactus is south of La Boca, Colorado, in San Juan County, 
New Mexico.  This locality contains the only viable population of P. knowltonii and in 1985 was 
estimated to contain 7,000 plants.  A second population, consisting of two plants, is located in 
Reese Canyon in San Juan County, New Mexico. It is unknown whether this population is 
natural or is the result of transplantation by the New Mexico Cactus and Succulent Society in 
1960 (Heil 1985). 

This species was virtually driven to extinction by cactus collectors within two decades of its 
discovery: starting from an estimated population size of more than 100,000 plants in 1958, the 
population was reduced to less than 100 plants by 1978. That population was given protection by 
The Nature Conservancy (TNC), and natural germination of seeds remaining in the soil has since 
brought the population up to current levels (TNC 1998). 

No Knowlton cactus have been identified in the project area, but suitable habitat in terms of soil, 
elevation, and vegetation exists. 
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6. Section 6 SIX Effects of the Action 

6.1 BALD EAGLE 
Construction of the Preferred Alternative may affect, but is unlikely to adversely affect bald 
eagles.  No known nests or communal roost sites will be impacted by construction of the 
Preferred Alternative.  Direct impacts may occur as potential individual perch/roost trees are 
eliminated in Sections 5 and 6 at the Florida River.  Riparian woodland containing trees that 
could be used for perching will also be removed near the Los Piños River in Section 12.  This 
may change the local distribution of bald eagles, but is not anticipated to reduce the size or 
overall distribution of the wintering population.  Any potential roost trees removed will be 
replaced at a 2:1 ratio. 

Indirect and cumulative effects to bald eagles may occur from increased traffic and increased 
residential and commercial development activities along the US 160 corridor.  Increased traffic 
volumes and vehicle speeds that result in an increase in the amount of roadkill could increase the 
number of bald eagles hit by vehicles while preying on roadkill.  The incorporation of wildlife 
underpasses and deer fencing into the project design should reduce the potential for increased 
collisions due to increased traffic volume and vehicle speeds.  Additional perch and roost trees 
are likely to be affected by residential and commercial development expansion along the 
corridor.  Hunting opportunities will also be affected as rural agricultural lands are converted to 
urban uses. 

6.2 SOUTHWESTERN WILLOW FLYCATCHER 

6.2.1 Direct and Indirect Effects 
The proposed US 160 improvements will not result in direct impacts to the Southwestern willow 
flycatcher as no known occupied habitat will be removed.  However, the project may adversely 
affect the species indirectly through loss of suitable breeding habitat, and the loss of habitat that 
could potentially become suitable habitat for the bird in the future.  Table 2 summarizes the 
direct impacts to potentially suitable habitat patches in the US 160 project area.  Figures 5 
through 13 show the habitat patches in relation to the limits of disturbance. 

Table 2 
Permanent Impacts to Potentially Suitable  

Southwestern Willow Flycatcher Habitat Patches  
from the Preferred Alternative 

Survey Area Acres of Impact 
A-1 0.06 
A-2 3.52 
A-3 1.25 
A-4 0.21 
B-1 0.10 
B-2 0.00 
B-3 0.15 
B-4 0.08 
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Table 2 
Permanent Impacts to Potentially Suitable  

Southwestern Willow Flycatcher Habitat Patches  
from the Preferred Alternative 

Survey Area Acres of Impact 
B-5 0.10 
B-6 2.12 
B-7 0.43 
B-8 0.05 
B-9 0.00 
C-1 0.50 
C-2 0.00 
D-1 0.10 
D-2 0.12 
D-3 0.00 
D-4 0.61 
D-5 0.00 
D-6 0.21 
P-1 0.29 
P-2 0.00 
P-3 0.17 
P-4 0.00 
P-5 0.11 

TOTAL ACRES OF IMPACT 10.18 

 

Three willow patches (P-1, P-2, and P-3; Figure 12) that were not surveyed for presence of 
Southwestern willow flycatchers (because they were part of the Eight Corners BA 2001) will be 
impacted by the reconstruction of US 160.  These patches are located in the town of Bayfield, 
and are considered potentially suitable nesting habitat for the species (Figure 12).  The project 
design and EIS mitigation call for these patches to be surveyed prior to construction, and for 
formal consultation to be initiated if these habitat patches are found to be occupied. 

Survey Area D5 (Figure 12), where an individual Southwestern willow flycatcher was observed 
on multiple occasions during surveys, will not be directly impacted by reconstruction of US 160 
(Sugnet 2002).  US 160 construction activities adjacent to this occupied survey area may 
indirectly cause displacement and/or adversely affect nest success in Survey Area D5 due to its 
proximity to the roadway and construction activities (less than 0.25 mile).  The EIS currently 
requires annual preconstruction surveys to determine if Survey Area D5 is occupied, and 
provides for construction buffers during the breeding season (May 1 to August 15) for 
documented occupied habitat and nest sites.  Increased traffic volume and reduced proximity to 
the roadway may also indirectly cause displacement and/or affect nest success in Survey Area 
D5 post-construction. 
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6.2.2 Cumulative Effects 
Threats to the persistence of populations of Southwestern willow flycatchers throughout their 
range include high levels of nest predation, cowbird parasitism, and possibly drought.  
Furthermore, substantial habitat losses as a result of fire, loss, modifications, and fragmentation 
of riparian habitat due to water development, agricultural clearing, and construction of roads and 
bridges have impacted Southwestern willow flycatcher populations (Finch and Stoleson 2000). 

Past, present, and future cumulative impacts to the Southwestern willow flycatcher include the 
following: 

• Population depressions or local extinctions of small populations due to habitat fragmentation 
and loss 

• Habitat loss from water management activities, which may change vegetative communities 

• Habitat loss from land use practices including bank stabilization, agricultural development, 
livestock grazing, and urban development 

• Detrimental changes to habitat from increased fire and invasive plant species such as 
Saltcedar (Tamarix sp.) 

• Direct effects from cowbird nest parasitism, predation, and environmental toxins (Finch and 
Stoleson 2000) 

• Collisions with vehicles in areas where bridges or overpasses bisect occupied habitat 

The principal activity that has and may result in cumulative effects on the Southwestern willow 
flycatcher is community expansion, including growth in the residential population and related 
development of commercial operations and roads.  Such developments may result in habitat loss 
and increased fragmentation of riparian habitat.  Most riparian habitat is likely to remain intact, 
and there may be compensating increases in habitat where agricultural lands are abandoned and 
are invaded by willows. 

The increased number of rural residences is likely to lead to an increase in predation on 
songbirds from larger numbers of house cats.  Other nest predators such as raccoons, magpies, 
crows, grackles, and rats may also increase due to urbanization.  The potential for nest parasitism 
by brown-headed cowbirds will increase if there is an increase in cowbird populations.  Factors 
that might lead to increased cowbirds are favorable changes in habitat such as increases in lawns, 
other areas of short grass, and in food supply from sources such as bird feeders and horse corrals.   

The only known occurrence of the Southwestern willow flycatcher in the project area is in the 
Bayfield section, which is also a focal area for current and future residential and commercial 
development.  More than 1,500 new residences are expected in Bayfield and north along CR 501 
by the year 2020, resulting in three times as many residences as are currently present.  In 
addition to loss of habitat, increased urbanization in the surrounding area may decrease the 
suitability of the riparian habitat in this area and increase the potential for nest parasitism and 
predation of Southwestern willow flycatcher. Construction of a proposed 14-foot-wide multiple 
use trail in Bayfield will result in the permanent loss of a portion of 0.02 acre of P-4.  This will 
result in the removal of one potential Southwestern willow flycatcher territory; however, the 
majority of the patch will not be directly impacted by construction (Sugnet 2001).   
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6.3 COLORADO PIKEMINNOW AND RAZORBACK SUCKER 
The primary threats to Colorado pikeminnow populations are streamflow regulation and habitat 
modification (including cold-water dam releases, habitat loss, and blockage of migration 
corridors); competition with and predation by nonnative fish species; and pesticides (USFWS 
2002b). 

Construction of the Preferred Alternative would affect, and is likely to adversely affect Colorado 
pikeminnow and razorback sucker populations occurring in downstream reaches of the San Juan 
River sub-basin.  Construction of the Preferred Alternative would utilize approximately 44.42 
acre-feet of water annually from the San Juan River Basin for fill compaction, dust suppression, 
and post-construction landscape establishment.  Although any depletion would have some 
detrimental affect to the Colorado pikeminnow and razorback sucker inhabiting waters 
downstream in the San Juan River Basin, the 44.42 acre-feet depletion associated with this 
project fits within the depletion limits established by a 1999 Biological Opinion issued by 
USFWS.  On May 21, 1999, USFWS issued a Biological Opinion determining that depletions of 
100 acre-feet or less in the San Juan River Basin would not limit the provision of flows identified 
for the recovery of the Colorado pikeminnow and razorback sucker and, thus, not be likely to 
jeopardize the endangered fish species or result in the destruction or adverse modifications of 
their critical habitat.  This Biological Opinion relies heavily on the RIP for Endangered Fish 
Species in the San Juan River Basin that was initiated in October 1992.  The RIP was intended to 
provide mitigation and be the reasonable and prudent alternative to avoid jeopardy to the 
endangered fishes by depletion from the San Juan River.  Provided that the RIP continues to be 
implemented and continues to provide the flows identified for recovery in a timely manner, 
construction of the Preferred Alternative would not be anticipated to jeopardize the Colorado 
Pikeminnow and razorback sucker or result in the destruction or adverse modifications of their 
critical habitat. 

6.4 YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO 
Construction of the Preferred Alternative may affect, but is unlikely to adversely affect, Yellow-
billed cuckoos (a federal candidate species).  Suitable habitat is restricted to cottonwood-willow 
riparian habitat greater than 37 acres in extent and 325 feet in width (Laymon and Halterman 
1989).  Suitable habitat occurs throughout the riparian woodlands of the Florida River and Los 
Pinos River, which run perpendicular to the project corridor.  Direct impacts would occur to 
suitable habitat as road widening would remove approximately 2.1 acres of potential habitat 
within approximately 100 feet of the proposed ROW adjacent to the Florida River, and an 
additional 1.1 acres adjacent to the Los Pinos River.  To ensure no direct impacts would occur to 
breeding individuals, two years of surveys for the presence or absence of Yellow-billed cuckoo 
will be conducted to determine presence or absence of the bird in the project corridor prior to 
construction.  Additionally, the EIS currently requires 0.25 mile construction buffers around 
occupied habitat (May 1 to September 15). 

The direct loss of approximately 3.2 total acres of habitat within the Florida and Los Pinos river 
drainages is not anticipated to reduce the overall size or distribution of Yellow-billed cuckoo 
populations due to the extent of suitable habitat that exists throughout the Florida and Los Pinos 
river valleys.  Construction activities and related disturbances occurring adjacent to suitable 
habitat during the Yellow-billed cuckoo’s breeding season may indirectly impact breeding 
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activities and nesting success in these areas, but this impact should be avoided by the 
implementation of preconstruction presence/absence surveys and construction buffers. 

Potential cumulative impacts to Yellow-billed cuckoo nesting areas include water projects that 
alter riparian habitats, agricultural activities, pesticides and other contaminants, livestock 
grazing, and off-road vehicle use. 

6.5 KNOWLTON CACTUS 
The project may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect Knowlton cactus (federally listed as 
endangered).  No populations are known to occur in the US 160 study area, and none were 
observed during field surveys; however, suitable habitat for Knowlton cactus exists in the study 
area.  Since some construction activities are unlikely to begin for several growing seasons, there 
is a possibility that construction activities may affect Knowlton cactus in future years should 
individuals become established in the project area.  The EIS currently requires annual 
preconstruction surveys and avoidance of any Knowlton cactus encountered. 
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7. Section 7 SEVEN Determinations and Conservation Recommendations 

7.1 DETERMINATIONS 
The proposed US 160 highway improvement project may affect, but is not likely to adversely 
affect bald eagles, Yellow-billed cuckoos, and Knowlton cactus.  Southwestern willow 
flycatcher, Colorado pikeminnow, and razorback sucker are likely to be adversely affected by the 
proposed expansion and realignment of US 160 due to direct, indirect, and cumulative effects as 
a result of the construction of the proposed project.  The other six species assessed in this report 
(Table 1) are not expected to be affected as a result of the US 160 expansion project. 

7.2 CONSERVATION MEASURES 
Standard construction practices that would be implemented to minimize biological impacts 
before or during construction activities are listed below.   

7.2.1 Bald Eagle 
Raptor nest surveys will be conducted within 0.5 mile of construction activities prior to starting 
construction of specific highway segments.  If an active or inactive bald eagle nest is identified, a 
0.5-mile seasonal construction buffer (November 15 to July 31) will be required around the nest, 
and restrictions on construction activities in the area will be implemented.  No human 
encroachment will occur within a 0.5-mile radius of the nest during the nesting season 
(November 15 to July 31). 

Nocturnal roost surveys will be conducted on specific highway segments prior to starting 
construction activities between November 15 and March 15.  Construction activity will be 
restricted within a 0.25-mile buffer of active nocturnal roost sites between November 15 and 
March 15. 

Bald eagle perch and roost trees removed during construction will be replaced at a 2:1 ratio with 
an appropriate tree species such as cottonwood (Populus sp.). 

7.2.2 Southwestern Willow Flycatcher 
Pre-construction surveys will be required to determine presence or absence of Southwestern 
willow flycatchers if suitable willow habitat (30 feet in width and length, and 6 feet in height) 
will be directly affected by construction activities, or when construction activities will occur 
within 0.25 mile of suitable willow habitat.  Since the duration of construction is estimated at or 
beyond 15 years, surveys will be required annually to determine the presence or absence of 
Southwestern willow flycatchers prior to construction of each particular segment of roadway.  
Surveys will be conducted during the Southwestern willow flycatcher breeding season (May 1 to 
August 15) following protocol outlined in Sogge (2000). 

Direct impacts to occupied Southwestern willow flycatcher habitat will be avoided.  Seasonal 
construction buffers (May 1 to August 15) will be required within 0.25 mile of active nest areas 
and within 0.25 mile of occupied habitat (Powell 2003).  During and after construction, CDOT 
will delineate sensitive habitats to avoid direct impacts from maintenance activities. 

Construction activities that begin prior to May 1 in documented unoccupied habitat will not 
adversely affect Southwestern willow flycatcher nesting location choice.  To minimize potential 



SECTIONSEVEN Determinations and Conservation Recommendations 

US 160 Final EIS, May 2006 H-56  

impacts to breeding birds, removal of documented unoccupied suitable nesting habitat located 
within proposed disturbance areas will occur outside of the breeding season (before May 1 and 
after August 15).  Removal of documented unoccupied suitable nesting habitat will be replaced 
at a 2:1 ratio.  The replaced habitat will be monitored annually for at least three years or until 
revegetation has been deemed successful by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  To be 
successful, the following criteria must be met: 

• 70% foliar cover 

• 80% of plantings are established and growing without signs of stress 

• Noxious weeds are less than 5% of foliar cover 

Potential Southwestern willow flycatcher habitat in and adjacent to the project area will be 
avoided to the extent practicable and will be clearly marked on project maps and flagged in the 
field by CDOT prior to construction.  The contractor and all subcontractors will be fully 
informed of the locations of these areas prior to construction activity. 

7.2.3 Yellow-billed Cuckoo 
Surveys will be conducted annually for two years prior to each phase of construction to confirm 
presence or absence of Yellow-billed cuckoos in potential habitats along the Los Pinos and 
Florida rivers.  Surveys for Yellow-billed cuckoo will follow protocol outlined by Arizona Game 
and Fish (Corman and Magill 2000; Powell 2003). 

If surveys determine that Yellow-billed cuckoos are present, seasonal restrictions will be 
implemented on construction activities to avoid removing nesting habitat or disturbing nesting 
Yellow-billed cuckoos (May 1 to September 15).  Buffers will be required around active nest 
areas or within 0.25 mile of habitat (Powell 2003).  CDOT will coordinate with USFWS and 
CDOW to determine an appropriate buffer distance from an active nest.  Construction activities 
that begin in an area prior to May 1 will not adversely affect Yellow-billed cuckoo nesting 
location choice. 

7.2.4 Knowlton Cactus 
Annual field surveys will be conducted in suitable habitat for Knowlton cactus to document any 
individuals or populations and to avoid impacts to Knowlton cactus, if present.  If documented 
individuals or populations cannot be avoided, consultation with USFWS will be reopened to 
address impacts to this species.  If construction will not begin within one year of the previous 
survey for this species, then an additional survey is necessary prior to construction. 
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1. Section 1 ONE Introduction 

1.1 PROJECT 
This Biological Evaluation (BE) was prepared for US Highway 160 (US 160) from Durango to 
Bayfield (Colorado Division of Transportation [CDOT] proposed improvements). 

1.2 LOCATION 
The proposed project is located in La Plata County, Colorado.  The project length on US 160 is 
16.2 miles, extending from milepost (MP) 88.0, located east of Durango, to MP 104.2, located 
just east of Bayfield.  The current alignment of US 160 bisects two parcels of land managed by 
the Bureau of Land Management (BLM).  Highway improvements would require additional land 
from these parcels (see Figure 1, BLM Parcels). 

The project would also involve 1.2 miles on US 550, extending from MP 16.6, located at the 
US 160/US 550 (south) intersection, to MP 15.4, located south of the US 550/ County Road 
(CR) 220 intersection.  There are no BLM parcels that would be impacted by the project along 
US 550. 

1.3 BACKGROUND 
CDOT and its federal partner, the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), are proposing to 
improve sections of US 160 between Durango and Bayfield.  On US 160, the proposed project 
would extend the existing four-lane highway from Grandview east to Bayfield where it would 
transition to a two-lane highway.  In Gem Village, from MP 100 to MP 101, US 160 would be 
realigned to the south.  From the west project limit to the proposed US 160/US 550 (south) 
intersection, a westbound auxiliary lane and an eastbound climbing lane would be required.  In 
addition, the project would realign approximately 1.2 miles of US 550 south of US 160.  The 
realigned portion of US 550 would be improved to a four-lane highway. 

The proposed project would include reconstruction of the US 160/US 550 (south) intersection as 
an interchange.  Grade separation of this intersection would provide the best option to address 
the reconnection of US 160 and US 550 due to terrain and traffic volume.  The proposed project 
would also include reconstruction of the US 160 intersections with CR 233 (west) and State 
Highway (SH) 172/CR 234 as interchanges.  The US 160 intersections with CR 233 (east), CR 
232 (west), and CR 232 (east) would be eliminated, with CR 233 passing beneath US 160.  The 
CR 222/CR 223 (west) intersection with US 160 would be signalized.  Improvements would be 
made to the existing US 160/CR 501 intersection.  Numerous direct access points to US 160 for 
businesses, neighborhoods, and facilities would be consolidated or improved to provide access 
control. 

1.4 PROPOSED ACTION 
The BLM proposed action is the approval of request for additional road right-of-way (ROW) to 
expand the travel surface and shoulder of US 160 on BLM-administered federal lands in several 
locations:  T34N R9W, Section 10, NENE (approximately 1,200 linear feet ranging from 0 to 
300 feet in width), T34N R8W, portions of Sections 10, 11, and 12 (approximately 400 linear 
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feet ranging from 0 to 150 feet in width), and T34N R7W, Section 7, SESE (approximately 500 
linear feet ranging from 0 to 100 feet in width). 

This request would permit the applicant to construct an improved roadway along with any 
necessary clearing of roadside vegetation within the road prism.  Some non-merchantable trees, 
generally pinon pine and piñon-juniper, will be cleared along the roadside to maintain a road 
prism clear of obstructions and improve site distances. 

This project is proposed for construction as soon as funding allows, but may be delayed for a 
number of years.  Once complete, maintenance of the road may occur at any time of the year. 
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2. Section 2 TWO Sensitive Fish and Wildlife Species 

2.1 SURVEY RESULTS 
Table 1 presents the fish and wildlife survey results. 

Table 1. Survey Results 

Applicable Survey Results 
X A field survey was completed by Sugnet Associates, consulting biologists, during spring-summer 

1998, and by Jeff Dawson, URS Corporation (URS) consulting biologist, on July 17 and 18, 1999. 

 

 No field survey is required. 

 

 A field survey is needed, but cannot be completed by required date due to: 

• Inappropriate season 

• Inadequate lead time 

• Higher priorities 

 

A review of records and biological files was conducted February 6, 2006, by Jon Holst, CDOT 
Wildlife Biologist. 

2.2 BLM SENSITIVE SPECIES 

2.2.1 Species Evaluated 
Table 2 presents species and habitat information for the San Juan Resource Area, based on 
Information Bulletin No. CO-2000-14 (April 2000).   

Table 2. Colorado BLM San Juan Field Office 
Sensitive Fish and Wildlife Species 

Species Habitat Present in Project Area? Species Impacted? 
Allens big-eared bat Yes – foraging habitat only.  US 160 is 

adjacent to piñon-juniper woodland 
habitat, the species is not known to occur 
in La Plata County (NDIS 2006), but could 
be present based on habitat affinities. 

No.  Project would cause minor loss of 
potential foraging habitat, but is not 
expected to affect populations of this 
species due to the extent of suitable 
foraging habitat in the area. 

American peregrine falcon Yes – foraging habitat only.  No suitable 
cliffs near riparian zones in project area. 

No.  Project would cause minor loss of 
potential foraging habitat, but is not 
expected to affect populations of this 
species due to the extent of suitable 
foraging habitat in the area. 

Big free-tailed bat Yes – foraging habitat only.  US 160 is 
adjacent to piñon-juniper woodlands.  No 
known breeding populations in Colorado, 
and no known records from La Plata 
County.  Could be present based on habitat 
affinities. 

No.  This species has not been documented 
in the project area.  Project would cause 
minor loss of potential foraging habitat, 
but is not expected to affect populations of 
this species due to the extent of suitable 
foraging habitat in the area. 
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Table 2. Colorado BLM San Juan Field Office 
Sensitive Fish and Wildlife Species 

Species Habitat Present in Project Area? Species Impacted? 
Black tern No, no reservoirs, lakes, or open water in 

project area. 
No, habitat not present in the project area. 

Bluehead sucker No, no suitable watercourses in project 
area. 

No, habitat not present in the project area. 

Colorado River cutthroat trout No, no suitable watercourses in project 
area. 

No, habitat not present in the project area. 

Desert spiny lizard No, project area is too high in elevation 
(6,500 – 7,000 feet). 

No, habitat not present in the project area. 

Ferruginous hawk Yes, but the Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas 
(Kingery 1998) shows no records for this 
species in La Plata County.  According to 
the Colorado Division of Wildlife 
(CDOW) the species is known to exist in 
La Plata County (NDIS 2006).  

No, this species has not been documented 
in project area and the proposed project 
would cause only minor loss to potential 
foraging habitat. 

Flannelmouth sucker No, no suitable larger streams or rivers in 
project area. 

No, habitat not present in the project area. 

Fringed myotis Yes – foraging habitat only.  Highway is 
adjacent to piñon-juniper woodland habitat 
and oakbrush shrubland.  Fringed myotis 
is known to occur in La Plata County 
(NDIS 2006). 

No, project would cause minor loss of 
potential foraging habitat, but is not 
expected to affect populations of this 
species due to the extent of suitable 
foraging habitat in the area. 

Gunnison sage grouse No, no suitable sagebrush shrublands in 
area impacted by project. 

No, habitat not present in the project area. 

Long-nosed leopard lizard No, no greasewood/sagebrush canyon 
habitat in project area.  Not known to 
occur in La Plata County. 

No, habitat not present in the project area. 

Northern goshawk No, no suitable coniferous forest habitat in 
project area. 

No, habitat not present in the project area. 

Roundtail chub No, no suitable watercourse in project 
area. 

No, habitat not present in the project area. 

Spotted bat Yes – foraging habitat only.  Highway is 
adjacent to piñon-juniper woodlands.  No 
known records from La Plata County 
(NDIS 2006). 

No.  This species has not been documented 
in the project area.  Project would cause 
minor loss of potential foraging habitat, 
but is not expected to affect populations of 
this species due to the extent of suitable 
foraging habitat in the area. 

Townsend’s big-eared bat Yes – foraging habitat only.  US 160 is 
adjacent to piñon-juniper woodland.  
Townsend’s big-eared bat is known to 
occur in La Plata County (NDIS 2006). 

No, project would cause minor loss of 
potential foraging habitat, but is not 
expected to affect populations of this 
species due to the extent of suitable 
foraging habitat in the area. 

White-faced ibis No, no wet meadows or reservoir 
shorelines in project area. 

No, habitat not present in the project area. 

Yellow-billed cuckoo Yes – see Biological Assessment (BA). Yes – see BA. 
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Table 2. Colorado BLM San Juan Field Office 
Sensitive Fish and Wildlife Species 

Species Habitat Present in Project Area? Species Impacted? 
Yuma myotis Yes – this species is associated with 

riparian habitats, and may roost under 
bridges and in swallow nests.  Roadway 
improvements will require bridge 
replacement and affect Wilson gulch 
which provides suitable foraging habitat.  
Yuma myotis is known to occur in La 
Plata County (NDIS 2006). 

No, project proponent will survey potential 
roost sites prior to construction and has 
committed to developing a mitigation 
strategy if roosting Yuma myotis are found 
(US 160 Draft Environmental Impact 
Statement [DEIS], Section 4.12, 
Threatened, Endangered, and Sensitive 
Species).  The project would cause minor 
loss of potential foraging habitat for Yuma 
myotis, but is not expected to affect 
populations of this species due to the 
extent of suitable foraging habitat in the 
area. 

 

BLM sensitive species with habitat in the project area are discussed in the sections below. 

2.2.2 Bats Associated with Piñon-Juniper Woodlands 
Five sensitive species of bats have a general habitat affinity for piñon-juniper woodlands and/or 
oakbrush shrublands.  These species include: Allens big-eared bat (Idionycteris phyllotis), Big 
free-tailed bat (Nyctinomops macrotis), Fringed myotis (Myotis thysanodes), Spotted bat 
(Euderma maculatum), and Townsend’s big-eared bat (Plecotus townsendii). 

These species emerge from roost sites after dark to forage on a variety of insects.  The Spotted 
bat is unique among the species listed in that it shows a preference for rocky cliff crevices and 
cracks for day roosting.  The remainder of these species typically roost in caves, mines, or 
buildings during the day. 

The project would potentially affect only foraging habitat for these species, as no cliffs, caves, 
mines, or buildings suitable for roosting or hibernating would be impacted by the proposed 
project.  Only Fringed myotis and Townsend’s big-eared bat are known to occur in La Plata 
County. 

Direct and Indirect Effects  
The proposed project will not remove nor alter existing roosting habitat for these species.  
Foraging habitat for these species would be affected.  Approximately 6.11 acres of piñon-juniper 
woodlands would be removed from BLM-administered lands for construction of the proposed 
roadway improvements.  In total, 140.5 acres of piñon-juniper woodlands would be impacted by 
the proposed project.  A direct loss of foraging habitat of this magnitude is not anticipated to 
affect the viability of populations of these species due to the extent of piñon-juniper woodlands 
suitable for foraging nearby. 

The use of heavy earth-moving equipment and other nighttime construction activities may 
temporarily displace bat species from using the project area for foraging.  Due to the level of 
existing roadway activities along US 160, additional temporary displacement of foraging 
activities from construction activities should be minimal.  Habitat similar to that occurring in and 
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immediately adjacent to the proposed project area may serve as an alternate foraging area if 
necessary.   

Interrelated/Interdependent Effects 
The private lands along the US 160 corridor are currently undergoing rapid residential and light 
industrial development, and the anticipated land development trend with or without the proposed 
highway improvements is additional urbanization and loss of suitable wildlife habitats in this 
area, including habitats for the bat species discussed.  The potential for additional habitat 
disturbance and habitat loss attributed to the granting of the ROW and proposed highway 
expansion is not measurable due to the rapid growth trend in the area.  There may be a slight 
positive effect immediately adjacent to the proposed highway improvements due to CDOT 
creating controlled and limited access points to the improved highway.  Thus, there should be a 
reduction over the long-term in the number of access points to US 160 and the associated 
disturbance of suitable habitat. 

Cumulative Effects 
There are no measurable direct or indirect effects of the proposed project to these species.  
Therefore, there are no measurable cumulative effects attributable to the project. 

Effects Determination 
The proposed project will not remove or impact potential roosting habitat for the bat species 
associated with piñon-juniper woodlands, and is not anticipated to cause a direct loss of 
individuals.  Given the availability of suitable foraging habitat in the area, the loss of 6.11 acres 
of foraging habitat on BLM-administered lands (140.5 acres total), would not cause a measurable 
change in the viability of their populations.  Consequently, the proposal will have “no impact” to 
Allens big-eared bat (Idionycteris phyllotis), Big free-tailed bat (Nyctinomops macrotis), Fringed 
myotis (Myotis thysanodes), Spotted bat (Euderma maculatum), and Townsend’s big-eared bat 
(Plecotus townsendii). 

2.2.3 Yuma Myotis (Myotis yumanensis) 
Yuma myotis is associated with riparian habitats in the western United States (US).  This species 
roosts in rock crevices, buildings, caves, mines, in swallow’s nests, and under ledges.  Nursery 
colonies are usually in buildings or caves.  Yuma myotis is known to occur in La Plata County, 
but has not been documented in the project area. 

Direct and Indirect Effects  
The proposed project could potentially affect roosting habitat as several bridges would be 
replaced.  However, the project proponent (CDOT) will survey potential roost sites prior to 
construction, and has committed to developing a mitigation strategy if roosting Yuma myotis are 
found (US 160 DEIS, Section 4.12, Threatened, Endangered, and Sensitive Species).  Foraging 
habitat for this species would be affected to a limited degree, as approximately 1.27 acres of 
riparian vegetation would be removed on BLM-administered lands for construction of the 
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proposed roadway improvements.  In total, 9.1 acres of riparian woodland would be affected for 
the entire project.  A direct loss of foraging habitat of this magnitude is not anticipated to affect 
the viability of populations of Yuma myotis due to the extent of suitable foraging habitat nearby. 

The use of heavy earth-moving equipment and other nighttime construction activities may 
temporarily displace Yuma myotis from using the project area for foraging.  Due to the level of 
existing roadway activities along US 160, additional temporary displacement of foraging 
activities from construction activities should be minimal.  Riparian woodland habitat similar to 
that occurring in and immediately adjacent to the proposed project area may serve as an alternate 
foraging area if necessary.   

Interrelated/Interdependent Effects 
The private lands along the highway US 160 corridor are currently undergoing rapid residential 
and light industrial development, and the anticipated land development trend with or without the 
proposed highway improvements is additional urbanization and loss of suitable wildlife habitats 
in this area, including habitats for Yuma myotis.  The potential for additional habitat disturbance 
and habitat loss attributed to the granting of the ROW and proposed highway expansion is not 
measurable due to the rapid growth trend in the area.  There may be a slight positive effect 
immediately adjacent to the proposed highway improvements due to CDOT creating controlled 
and limited access points to the improved highway.  Thus, there should be a reduction over the 
long term in the number of access points to US 160 and the habitat disturbance associated with 
those accesses. 

Cumulative Effects 
There are no measurable direct or indirect effects of the proposed project to this species.  
Therefore, there are no measurable cumulative effects attributable to the project. 

Effects Determination 
The proposed project will not remove or impact known roosting habitat for Yuma myotis, and is 
not anticipated to cause a direct loss of individuals.  Potential roosting habitat will be surveyed 
prior to construction and measures taken to mitigate impacts to any Yuma myotis discovered 
roosting in the project area.  Given the availability of suitable foraging habitat in the area, the 
loss of 1.27 acres of riparian foraging habitat on BLM-administered lands for this species 
(9.1 acres total) will not cause a measurable change in the viability of its population.  
Consequently, the proposal will have “no impact” to Yuma myotis (Myotis yumanensis). 

2.2.4 Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis) 
Ferruginous hawks inhabit grasslands and semi-desert shrublands, and occasionally piñon-
juniper woodlands.  This species nests in isolated tress, on rock outcrops, on man-made 
structures, such as windmills and powerpoles, or on the ground.  Nests are usually located 
adjacent to open grasslands in areas that provide a panoramic view.  Hunting areas for this 
species includes open grasslands.  Small mammals, including prairie dogs and rabbits, comprise 
90 percent of their diet. 
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The Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas (Kingery 1998) shows no records for this species in La Plata 
County.  According to the CDOW (NDIS 2006) the species is known to exist in La Plata County. 

Direct and Indirect Effects 
No known or likely suitable nest sites for Ferruginous hawk are located in the project area.  
Suitable hunting habitat occurs in more open areas of sage and grasslands.  These areas are 
limited and dispersed throughout the project area.  Approximately 2.5 acres of sagebrush-
rabbitbrush habitat would be removed on BLM-administered lands in the project area, and a total 
of 62.9 acres would be removed for the entire project.  A direct loss of foraging habitat of this 
magnitude is not anticipated to affect the viability of populations of ferruginous hawks (if 
present) due to the extent of suitable foraging habitat nearby. 

The use of heavy earth-moving equipment and other construction activities may temporarily 
displace Ferruginous hawks, if present, from using the project area for foraging.  Due to the level 
of existing roadway activities along US 160, additional temporary displacement of foraging 
activities from construction activities should be minimal.  Habitat similar to that occurring in the 
proposed project area and immediately adjacent may serve as an alternate foraging area if 
necessary.   

Interrelated/Interdependent Effects 
The private lands along the US 160 corridor are currently undergoing rapid residential and light 
industrial development, and the anticipated land development trend with or without the proposed 
highway improvements is additional urbanization and loss of suitable wildlife habitats in this 
area, including habitats for Ferruginous hawks.  The potential for additional habitat disturbance 
and habitat loss attributed to the granting of the ROW and proposed highway expansion is not 
measurable due to the rapid growth trend in the area.  There may be a slight positive effect 
immediately adjacent to the proposed highway improvements due to CDOT creating controlled 
and limited access points to the improved highway.  Thus, there should be a reduction over the 
long term in the number of access points to US 160 and associated habitat disturbance. 

Cumulative Effects 
There are no measurable direct or indirect effects of the proposed project to this species.  
Therefore, there are no measurable cumulative effects attributable to the project. 

Effects Determination 
The proposed project will not remove or impact known nesting habitat for Ferruginous hawks.  
Given the lack of existing records of this species in the project area, and the availability of 
suitable foraging habitat in the area, the loss of 2.5 acres of BLM-administered potential foraging 
habitat for this species (62.9 acres total) will not cause a measurable change in the viability of 
Ferruginous hawks in the area.  Consequently, the project will have “no impact” to the 
Ferruginous hawk (Buteo regalis).   
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2.2.5 Conclusions 
Table 3 presents conclusions for the BLM sensitive fish and wildlife species. 

Table 3.  Conclusion for BLM Sensitive Fish and Wildlife Species 
Applicable Conclusions 

X The proposed action will have “no impact” on the following BLM sensitive species because habitats for these 
species are not present in the project area or are not affected by the proposed action: 

Allens big-eared bat Ferruginous hawk Spotted bat 

Big free-tailed bat Flannelmouth sucker Texas horned lizard 

Black tern Fringed myotis Townsend’s big-eared bat 

Bluehead sucker Gunnison sage grouse White-faced ibis 

Colorado River cutthroat trout Northern goshawk Yuma myotis 

Desert spiny lizard Roundtail chub   
 

 The proposed action may adversely impact individuals but is not likely to result in a loss of viability on the 
planning area, nor cause a trend to federal listing or a loss of species viability for the following species: 

  

X The no action alternative will have no impact to all BLM sensitive species. 

 

2.3 CDOW STATE ENDANGERED OR THREATENED SPECIES 

2.3.1 Species Evaluated 
CDOW State listing of Endangered or Threatened Species (last updated April 2003) with habitat 
in the project area is presented in Table 4. 

Table 4.  CDOW State Endangered or Threatened Species 
Species Group Status Habitat Present in 

Project Area? 
Species Affected by 
Proposed Action? 

Mammals    

Black-footed ferret Endangered See Biological Assessment 
(BA). 

See BA. 

Canada lynx Endangered See BA. See BA. 

River otter Endangered No, adequate watercourses 
absent in project area. 

No, no habitat in project area. 

North American 
wolverine 

Endangered No, no boreal forest or tundra in 
project area. 

No, no habitat in project area. 

Birds    

Bald eagle Threatened See BA. See BA. 

Burrowing owl Threatened Yes, there are scattered 
Gunnison’s prairie dog colonies 
in the project area. 

Possible, but no documented 
occurrences of burrowing 
owls in project area. 
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Table 4.  CDOW State Endangered or Threatened Species 
Species Group Status Habitat Present in 

Project Area? 
Species Affected by 
Proposed Action? 

Mexican spotted owl Threatened See BA. See BA. 

Southwestern willow 
flycatcher 

Endangered See BA. See BA. 

Fish    

Bonytail Endangered No, adequate watercourses 
absent in project area. 

No, no habitat in project area. 

Colorado 
pikeminnow 

Threatened See BA. See BA. 

Humpback chub Threatened No, adequate watercourses 
absent in project area. 

No, no habitat in project area. 

Razorback sucker Endangered See BA. See BA. 

Amphibians    

Boreal toad Endangered No, project outside elevation 
limits for this species. 

No, no habitat in project area. 

2.3.2 Western Burrowing Owl (Athene cunicularia) 
Western burrowing owls typically inhabit grasslands in or near prairie dog colonies.  This 
species nests primarily in rodent burrows located in grasslands, shrublands, and deserts.  
Occasionally, burrowing owls nest in grassland urban areas such as golf courses and airports.  
They favor prairie dog colonies that provide burrows for nesting, mounds for perching, and 
close-cropped vegetation for a clear view of potential predators.  

The Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas (Kingery 1998) shows one record for this species in 
southeastern La Plata County, but it is uncommon in the region.  It has not been documented in 
the project area.  According to the CDOW (NDIS 2006), the species is known to exist in La Plata 
County. 

Direct and Indirect Effects    
The project area contains small numbers of scattered Gunnison’s prairie dog colonies that would 
be impacted by the proposed highway improvements.  Although no western burrowing owls have 
been documented in the project area and it is uncommon in the region, removal of these prairie 
dog towns has the potential to directly affect nesting burrowing owls if they are present during 
construction. 

The use of heavy earth-moving equipment and other construction activities may temporarily 
displace burrowing owls from using the project area for nesting and foraging.  Prairie dog 
colonies immediately adjacent and south of the project area may serve as an alternate nesting and 
foraging area for displaced burrowing owls.  
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Interrelated/Interdependent Effects 
The private lands along the US 160 corridor are currently undergoing rapid residential and light 
industrial development, and the anticipated land development trend with our without the 
proposed highway improvements is additional urbanization and loss of suitable wildlife habitats 
in this area, including prairie dog habitats suitable for burrowing owls.  The potential for 
additional habitat disturbance and habitat loss attributed to the granting of the ROW and 
proposed highway expansion is not measurable due to the rapid growth trend in the area.  There 
may be a slight positive effect immediately adjacent to the proposed highway improvements due 
to CDOT creating controlled and limited access points to the improved highway.  Thus, there 
should be a reduction over the long term in the number of access routes to US 160 and associated 
habitat disturbance. 

Cumulative Effects 
The loss of the scattered Gunnison’s prairie dog colonies in the project area would add to the 
overall loss of Gunnison’s prairie dog habitats in the region.  The rate of loss of this habitat type 
throughout La Plata County and the region has not been measured, but is thought to be dramatic 
due to rapid expansion of residential, agricultural, and light industrial development.  Due to the 
uncommon presence of burrowing owls in La Plata County, the effects of this cumulative 
development and habitat loss on the species is unknown, but unlikely to cause a measurable 
change in the viability of burrowing owls in the area. 

Effects Determination 
No burrowing owls have been documented in the project area.  Nevertheless, the proposed 
project will remove scattered Gunnison’s prairie dog colonies that may provide suitable habitat 
for nesting burrowing owls.  Consequently, the proposal may affect individual nesting burrowing 
owls, but is not anticipated to cause a measurable change to the viability of the burrowing owl 
population in the area. 

2.4 MIGRATORY BIRDS 

2.4.1 Species Evaluated 
An Executive Order (EO 13186) enacted in 2001 requires federal agencies to consider the effect 
of projects on migratory birds, particularly those species for which there may be conservation 
concern. This document reviews likely potential effects of the proposed action on migratory bird 
species for which there may be conservation concerns; birds that have habitat in the proposed 
project area and are likely to occur in the project area. Migratory bird species of concern that are 
also threatened, endangered, or candidate species are addressed in the Biological Assessment 
(BA).  Migratory bird species of concern that are also on the BLM’s Sensitive Species List, are 
addressed earlier in this Wildlife Clearance Report. 

Birds of Conservation Concern are those bird species of the US identified by the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service (USFWS 2002) that, due to population decline, naturally small range, small 
population size, threats to habitat, or other factors, are candidates for pro-active conservation 
action. This list is intended to focus conservation attention on species that may be declining or 
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have special habitat needs, and promote the long-term conservation of bird diversity in the US. 
The Birds of Conservation Concern list partitions North America into 37 bird conservation 
regions (BCRs).  The San Juan Field Office is included in BCR 16, the Southern 
Rockies/Colorado Plateau.  Birds of Conservation Concern in BCR 16 with habitat in the project 
area and not addressed earlier in this document, are addressed below (see Table 5). 

Note that the project proponent, CDOT, has committed to: 1) remove vegetation in proposed 
disturbance areas outside of the nesting season for migratory birds, or conduct preconstruction 
hazing and migratory bird nest surveys, and 2) conduct a preconstruction raptor nest survey and 
observe CDOW-recommended seasonal buffer zones around active raptor nests (US 160 DEIS, 
Section 4.11.7, Wildlife and Fisheries Mitigation).  

Table 5.  USFWS Birds of Conservation Concern for BCR 16 Known from the  
San Juan Field Office and the Anticipated Influences of the Proposed Action 

Species General Habitat Occurrence in 
Project Area 

Effects of the Proposed Action 

American peregrine 
falcon 

Cliffs No. No effect. 

Black swift Waterfalls/wet cliffs No. No effect. 

Black-throated gray 
warbler 

Oak scrub/riparian Possible. No effect on nesting adults or young.  
Vegetation removal in construction areas 
will occur outside the normal nesting 
season, or preconstruction hazing and 
migratory bird nest surveys will be 
conducted.   

Burrowing owl Plains/grasslands Possible. See above. 

Ferruginous hawk Prairie Unlikely, see Table 2. See above. 

Flammulated owl Ponderosa pine/snags No. No effect. 

Golden eagle Cliffs/grasslands Possible – foraging only. No effect on nesting adults or young as no 
nesting habitat for this species occurs in 
project area. 

Grace’s warbler Ponderosa pine No. No effect. 

Gray vireo Oak woodlands/scrub Possible. No effect on nesting adults or young.  
Vegetation removal in construction areas 
will occur outside the normal nesting 
season, or preconstruction hazing and 
migratory bird nest surveys will be 
conducted.   

Gunnison sage-
grouse 

Sagebrush No. No effect. 

Lewis’s 
woodpecker 

Riparian cottonwood/ 
ponderosa pine 

Possible. No effect on nesting adults or young.  
Vegetation removal in construction areas 
will occur outside the normal nesting 
season, or preconstruction hazing and 
migratory bird nest surveys will be 
conducted.     
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Table 5.  USFWS Birds of Conservation Concern for BCR 16 Known from the  
San Juan Field Office and the Anticipated Influences of the Proposed Action 

Species General Habitat Occurrence in 
Project Area 

Effects of the Proposed Action 

Northern harrier Grasslands Possible. No effect on nesting adults or young.  
Vegetation removal in construction areas 
will occur outside the normal nesting 
season, or preconstruction hazing and 
migratory bird nest surveys will be 
conducted.   

Pinyon jay Piñon-Juniper Yes. No effect on nesting adults or young.  
Vegetation removal in construction areas 
will occur outside the normal nesting 
season, or preconstruction hazing and 
migratory bird nest surveys will be 
conducted.   

Prairie falcon Cliffs No. No effect. 

Sage sparrow Sagebrush Possible. No effect on nesting adults or young.  
Vegetation removal in construction areas 
will occur outside the normal nesting 
season, or preconstruction hazing and 
migratory bird nest surveys will be 
conducted.   

Short-eared owl Parks/grasslands No. No effect. 

Swainson’s hawk Grasslands Possible. No effect on nesting adults or young.  Pre-
construction raptor nest survey will be 
conducted and seasonal buffer zones 
observed. 

Virginia’s warbler Riparian scrub Possible. No effect on nesting adults or young.  
Vegetation removal in construction areas 
will occur outside the normal nesting 
season, or preconstruction hazing and 
migratory bird nest surveys will be 
conducted.   

Williamson’s 
sapsucker 

Montane forests/snags No. No effect. 

Wilson’s phalarope Waterbodies/shorelines No. No effect. 

Yellow-billed 
cuckoo 

Riparian scrub Possible, see Biological 
Assessment (BA). 

See BA. 

 

2.4.2 Effects 

Direct and Indirect Effects 
There is no direct “take” expected on any Birds of Conservation Concern that may have habitat 
present in the project area since vegetation removal will occur outside the normal nesting season, 
or preconstruction hazing and nest surveys will be conducted.  However, attention to potential 
early breeding Pinyon jay pairs should be noted since this species is usually nesting by April and 
has been documented nesting in Colorado during February.  These nests would occur as a bulky 
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framework of twigs and shredded bark supporting a cup-like structure that should be readily 
detectible due to their size and placement in larger-sized brush and trees.  Pinyon jays also often 
nest in small colonies, which should add to the conspicuous nature of their nests.  Attention 
should also be given to the possible presence of Sage sparrows since this species is known to 
arrive on its breeding grounds in western Colorado by early March.  However, this species does 
not usually begin nesting until April and the small size of the sagebrush community in this area 
may prohibit occupancy since most Sage sparrows in Colorado prefer large expanses of sage 
habitat.  

Cumulative Effects 
The proposed action should pose no risk for take of adult birds or young due to the timing of 
vegetation removal and other avoidance measures proposed (hazing).  Therefore, the proposed 
action is consistent with the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) and the conservation measures 
set forth in Section 3 of the EO. 
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3. Section 3 THREE Sensitive Plant Species 

3.1 PLANT SURVEY RESULTS 
Table 6 presents plant survey results for the project area.  A review of records, biological files, 
and pertinent information was conducted on September 16, 2005. 

Table 6.  Plant Survey Results 

Applicable Survey Results 

 A field survey was completed on <date> by <name of specialist>. 

X No field survey is required because there is no habitat at the site of 
the proposed project. 

 A field survey is needed but cannot be completed by required date 
due to: 

• Inappropriate season 

• Inadequate lead time 

• Higher priorities 

 

3.2 FEDERALLY LISTED PLANT SPECIES 
Table 7 presents the federally listed plant species for the San Juan BLM Resource Area based on 
July 14, 2005 list from USFWS.  

Table 7.  Federally Listed Plant Species for the San Juan BLM 
Resource Area 

Species Status Habitat 
Present? 

Species 
Affected? 

Astragalus humillimus Endangered No No 

Pediocactus knowltonii Endangered No No 

Sclerocactus mesae-verdae Threatened No No 

Astragalus tortipes Candidate No No 

Ipomopsis polyantha var. polyantha Candidate No No 

 

3.3 BLM SENSITIVE PLANT SPECIES 
Table 8 presents the BLM sensitive plant species for this project.  This information is based on 
sensitive plant species known to occur within the BLM lands administered by the San Juan Field 
Office identified in Information Bulletin No. CO-2000-14 (April 2000).   
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Table 8.  Colorado BLM Sensitive Plant Species 

Species Habitat 
Present? 

Species  
Impacted? 

Amsonia jonesii No No 

Astragulus cronquistii No No 

Astragulus naturitensis No No 

Carex viridula No No 

Cryptantha rollinsii No No 

Cryptogramma stelleri No No 

Erigeron kachinensis No No 

Eriogonum clavellatum No No 

Eriophorum altaicum var. neogaeum No No 

Ipomopsis polyantha var. polyantha No No 

Lesquerella pruinosa No No 

Mimulus eastwoodiae No No 

Pediomelum aromaticum  No No 

Salix candida  No No 

  

3.4 CONCLUSIONS 
Table 9 presents conclusions for BLM sensitive plant species related to the project area.  Table 
10 presents overall conclusions for threatened and endangered plant species in the project area. 

Table 9.  Conclusions for BLM Sensitive Plant Species 

Applicable Conclusion 
X The Proposed Action would have no impact on BLM sensitive species and their associated 

habitats. 

 The Proposed Action may impact individuals but is not likely to cause a trend to 
federal listing or loss of viability on BLM or FS sensitive species and their associated 
habitats. 

 The Proposed Action may impact individuals and is likely to cause a trend toward 
federal listing or loss of viability on BLM or FS sensitive species and their associated 
habitats. 
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Table 10. Conclusions for Threatened and Endangered Plant Species 

Applicable Conclusion 
X There are no federally listed or proposed plant species known to occur within the project area. 

X The Proposed Action would have no impact on the federally listed or proposed plant species. 

 The Proposed Action would have no impact on designated or proposed Critical Habitat.  

 The Proposed action may impact the continued existence of a federally listed or proposed 
species and its habitat or potential habitat.   

 

The above determinations were made because there are no known federally listed plant species, 
plant species proposed to be listed, or BLM sensitive plant species that occur in the project area, 
and no habitat for these species in the project area.  
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4. Section 4 FOUR Contributors 

The following individuals contributed to the development of this BE: 

• Jon Holst, CDOT Wildlife Biologist      

• Jeff Redders, U.S. Forest Service (USFS) Ecologist/Botanist  

• Jeff Dawson, URS Wetland Biologist     

• Kim Sandoval, URS Wildlife Biologist     

• Sugnet Associates      
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