Audubon California -California Outdoor Heritage Alliance -Defenders of Wildlife
Desert Protective Council -Pacific Institute - Sierra Club California

July 21, 2010

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Los Angeles District
Regulatory Division

ATTN: 2010-00142-LLC

6010 Hidden Valley Road, Suite 105

Carlsbad, CA 92011

Via email: Lanika.L.Cervantes@usace.army.mil

Re: Scoping for Salton Sea Species Conservation Habitat (SCH) Project
Dear Ms Cervantes:

We write on behalf of Audubon California, the California Outdoor Heritage Alliance, Defenders
of Wildlife, Desert Protective Council, Pacific Institute, and Sierra Club California to offer our
comments on the scope of the Salton Sea Species Conservation Habitat (SCH) Project, proposed
by the California Department of Fish and Game (DFG) to construct up to 2,400 acres of shallow
pond habit complexes along the shoreline of the Salton Sea. Many of our organizations were
members of the California Resources Agency’s Salton Sea Advisory Committee and provided
extensive comments and recommendations on the development of the agency’s Salton Sea
Ecosystem Restoration Program Programmatic Environmental Impact Report (“PEIR”). We
endorsed the Period | activities identified by the PEIR, especially the development and
construction of shallow pond habitat complexes known in the document as ‘early start habitat.’

The proposed SCH project is the most recent incarnation of the PEIR’s Period 1 ‘early start
habitat.” We strongly support the construction of such shallow pond habitat. This current
project comes more than three years after the completion of the PEIR; it is long overdue.

In the following, we offer several specific comments and suggestions:

1. A key factor the Army Corps of Engineers should use to determine whether to issue a permit
for this proposal is the benefit of the project relative to no project. The Salton Sea is in
decline, both in terms of surface water elevation and more generally in terms of the health
of the Salton Sea ecosystem as a whole. Under the terms of the Quantification Settlement
Agreement, the current rate of decline is gradual; however, after the year 2017, the rate of
decline will accelerate dramatically, rapidly eliminating most of the fish and wildlife species
that currently rely on the Salton Sea. Current conditions are not an appropriate baseline for
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determining the condition of the Sea in the future, nor are they appropriate for determining
the relative benefits of the proposed project.

In addition to the direct habitat benefits generated by the shallow pond habitat complexes,
the Corps should evaluate the direct and indirect air quality benefits generated by flooding
exposed Salton Sea playa and by interrupting wind fetch, respectively. Although achieving
these benefits is not an objective of the proposed project, such actions would offer clear
benefits to human populations and property downwind of the project sites, and should be
integrated into the project assessment.

The extent to which the proposed action would conflict with or preclude other existing,
planned, or proposed habitat construction or air quality management projects at and
around the Salton Sea should be a factor in determining the location of the shallow habitat
pond complexes. Each of the three very vague “general SCH site locations” indicated on
figure 1 of the scoping notice could conflict with existing or planned habitat or air quality
management projects. Siting the proposed ponds in locations where other parties would
otherwise construct habitat would be a waste of limited state resources and would
dramatically reduce the net habitat value of the proposed project. For this reason, the
forthcoming EIR/EIS should include a detailed, comprehensive list and description of each
and every planned and proposed habitat and air quality project at and around the Salton
Sea. These planned and proposed projects constitute a realistic baseline against which the
proposed SCH project should be measured. That is, if the proposed SCH project would
preclude another habitat project of the same size at the same location, the relative habitat
value of the SCH project should be considered “zero.” To maximize the value of the limited
state funding available, the project proponents should carefully and explicitly site the SCH at
locations where no other habitat or air quality projects are currently planned or proposed.

To maximize biological productivity of the ponds, they should be designed to optimize
invertebrate production to enhance the prey base for shorebirds and wading birds, in
addition to optimizing production for fish-eating birds. Accordingly, the ponds should be
managed to include a greater range of salinities than tolerable by fish, ranging from the
roughly 2-3 g/L TDS of the rivers to 140+ g/L TDS. This broad range of salinities would
greatly increase the diversity of species residing in and visiting the SCH, improving the
resilience of the system as a whole. Ponds managed for salinities around 130 g/L TDS could
produce large numbers of brine flies and brine shrimp, complementing the invertebrate
food base found in the other ponds and in the Sea itself. Managing ponds at these higher
salinities will also provide valuable monitoring data and experience for the future.
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5. Design of the SCH should include a variety of substrates, to increase invertebrate

productivity.

6. The proposed SCH should reflect the extensive research already conducted on biotic and

abiotic elements of the Salton Sea ecosystem.

We strongly support the construction of shallow habitat pond complexes at the Salton Sea, and
offer the above suggestions and comments to maximize the habitat and air quality benefits of

the proposed project.

Please ensure that each of the undersigned is on the distribution list for future notifications

regarding the proposed action.

Thank you for your consideration of these comments.

Sincerely,

Fred Cagle
Sierra Club
lorcalon@me.com

Kim Delfino

California Program Director
Defenders of Wildlife
kdelfino@defenders.org

Jason Rhine

Director of Advocacy

California Outdoor Heritage Alliance
Jason@outdoorheritage.org

Terry Weiner

Michael Cohen
Senior Associate
Pacific Institute
mcohen@pacinst.org

Jim Metropulos

Senior Advocate

Sierra Club California
jim.metropulos@sierraclub.org

Dan Taylor

Director of Public Policy
Audubon California
dtaylor@audubon.org

Imperial County Projects and Conservation Coordinator

Desert Protective Council
terryweiner@sbcglobal.net



