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MUTCD Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices

NAHC Native American Heritage Commission

NCIC North Coast Information Center

NCUAQMD North Coast Unified Air Quality Management District




NEPA National Environmental Policy Act

NHPA National Historic Preservation Act

NMEFES National Marine Fisheries Service

NOAA National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
NOP Notice of Preparation

NOS National Ocean Survey

NOx Oxides of Nitrogen

NPDES National Pollution Discharge Elimination System
NPL National Priority List

NRCS Natural Resources Conservation Service

NRHP National Register of Historic Places

OPR Office of Planning and Research

PAHs polynuclear aromatic hydrocarbons

PCBs Polychlorinated Biphenyls

PG&E Pacific Gas and Electric Company

PRC Public Resources Code

RCD Resource Conservation District

RCRA Resource Conservation and Recovery Act

RCTWG Redwood Coast T'sunami Work Group

REC Recognized Environmental Condition
RLF red-legged frog

ROG Reactive Organic Gasses

RTS Redwood Transit System

RWQCB Regional Water Quality Control Board
SAA Stream Alteration Agreement

SCC State Coastal Conservancy

SMA Streamside Management Area

SMAO Streamside Management Area Ordinance
SR State Route

SRAG Salt River Advisory Group

SRWCB State Regional Water Resources Control Board
SVOCs semi-volatile organic compounds

SWPPP Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan




SWRCB
TAG
TDS
TEF
TEQ
TMDL
TPH
TSS
USFWS
VOC
WCB
WHO
WNV
WWTF
WWTP

State Water Resources Control Board
Technical Advisory Group
Total dissolved solids

toxic equivalency factor

toxic equivalent concentration
Total Daily Maximum Load
Total Petroleum Hydrocarbons
Total Suspended Sediment
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
volatile organic compound
Wildlife Conservation Board
World Health Organization
West Nile Virus

Wastewater Treatment Facility

Wastewater Treatment Plant







Executive Summary

OVERVIEW OF THE PROJECT AND BRAFF EIR

This Draft Final Environmental Impact Report (Praft Final EIR) addresses the potential
environmental impacts of the Salt River Ecosystem Restoration Project (hereinafter called Salt River
Project) near Ferndale in Humboldt County. The proposed project entails creation of a new or
expanded Salt River channel, restoration of wetland habitat at Riverside Ranch, and upland
restoration and erosion control work in the Wildcat Hills. Currently most of the lands on or near
the proposed channel and Riverside Ranch are in agricultural (mostly dairy) uses.

The Proposed Project is comprised of four major components: wetland and upland restoration on
the 444-acre-Riverside Ranch property owned by the California Department of Fish and Game
(CDFG); erosion-reduction projects on private lands in the Wildcat Hills; excavation of a new Salt
River channel, also mostly on private lands; and long-term maintenance. The project is being
developed through collaboration between private landowners and multiple public agencies including
the Humboldt County Resource Conservation District (HCRCD), the County of Humboldt, the
City of Ferndale, California Department of Fish and Game, State Coastal Conservancy, U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers, NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFES), U.S. Department of
Agriculture-Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), and other partners.

Some of the private landowners participating in this project are members of the Salt River Advisory
Group, an HCRCD subcommittee working to address Salt River watershed issues and maintain
agricultural resources in the Ferndale area, others are members of the Salt River Watershed Council,
a non-profit watershed organization. Project implementation is expected to occur in 2011 and 2012.

PROJECT PURPOSE AND NEED

The Salt River watershed is tributary to the Eel River delta. The Salt River watershed ecosystem and
hydrology have been significantly impacted as a result of land use changes, which accelerated in the
late 19th century. Only a small fraction of the original Salt River estuary complex is currently subject
to tidal influence, due to historical land reclamation activities, levee and tide gate construction, and
channel aggradation (filling in with sediment). Steep topography, relatively high rainfall, unstable
geological structure, and high rates of tectonic activity combine with highly erodible soils to
contribute to high potential for upslope landslides and high rates of sediment delivery to tributary
watercourses and to the Salt River. The upper portion of the Salt River has been diverted by
sediment accumulation, resulting in a 42 percent reduction in the size of the Salt River watershed.
The main channel of the Salt River and the lower reaches of its tributaries have become choked with
sediment and willows, and have lost nearly all natural hydraulic function.




The hydraulic dysfunction of the Salt River causes significant problems related to flooding, discharge
of wastewater treatment plant effluent, and overall water quality. These problems increase each
winter as the sediment continues to fill drainages. During the wet season, even small rain events
cause the Salt River and the lower reaches of its tributaries to overflow their banks, resulting in
almost perpetual flood conditions. Hundreds of acres of dairy and grazing land are taken out of
production for almost eight months each year due to chronic flooding. Production losses and
additional expenses for supplemental feed, pumping out floodwater, and farming and re-seeding
flooded areas are borne by agricultural producers.

In the summer, surface water disappears in several channel reaches as water flows subsurface
through the accumulated sediment. Road culverts have become severely plugged by sediment, with
complete blockage in some cases. Historically, water flows within the Salt River were sufficient to
provide the required dilution for discharge from the City of Ferndale wastewater treatment plant;
however, sedimentation has reduced channel capacity and the receiving water flows to the point that
the effluent violates water quality standards, for which the North Coast Regional Water Quality
Control Board has issued a Cease and Desist Order. Treated effluent often flows undiluted into
residential areas and agricultural lands, and sediment deposition near the confluence of Francis
Creek and the Salt River puts the entire wastewater treatment plant at increasing risk of being
flooded. Impaired channel conditions contribute to other water quality problems by limiting
drainage of adjacent agricultural lands.

The Salt River historically functioned as a migration corridor for adult salmonids reaching spawning
habitat in tributaries within the Wildcat Mountains and provided rearing habitat for juveniles
migrating downstream to the Eel River estuary. However, the current poor fish passage conditions
have resulted in drastic population declines of all species of salmonids that formerly used the Salt
River and its tributaries. In addition, there has been a substantial loss of wetlands and habitat
diversity (Salt River Watershed Assessment; Downie and Lucey, 2004).

The Salt River Ecosystem Restoration Project (Proposed Project) was developed to respond to these
problems, with the benefits of reduced flood impacts, improved fish passage, improved water
quality, improved and expanded habitat for riparian and wetland species, improved dilution of
sewage treatment plant discharge, and improved sediment transport.

SALT RIVER ECOSYSTEM RESTORATION PROJECT COMPONENTS

The Salt River Ecosystem Restoration Project is a watershed-based, ecosystem-scale project with
multiple objectives and benefits including habitat restoration and enhancement, water quality
improvement, flood alleviation, and carbon sequestration. The project is intended to provide
immediate and substantial improvements to the watershed, and to restore natural hydrologic and
ecological processes to the extent that conditions within the project area can be feasibly maintained
with minimal future adverse impacts. Due to the scale and magnitude of the alterations that have
occurred within the watershed, adaptive management projects are expected to be required in the
future.

The feutr components of the proposed project include:




1) Channel Restoration — Restoration of hydraulic capacity, in-stream fish habitat, riparian
vegetation, and improved water quality in the entire Salt River, and lower Francis Creek, plus
indirect improvements to Williams, Coffee, and Reas creeks by excavation of the new Salt
River channel. The excavation of the new channel is proposed to extend from Cutoff
Slough at Riverside Ranch to approximately 1800 feet upstream of the Williams Creek-Salt
River confluence. The channel design for this option optimizes fish passage, riparian habitat
and sediment transport. The proposed channel design is based on existing flow conditions
from all tributaries.

2) Riverside Ranch Restoration — Restoration of Riverside Ranch, an approximately 444-acre
property located near the confluence of the Salt River and the Eel River. Riverside Ranch
has more than 2.5 miles of Salt River frontage, and the property has been acquired for
transfer to the California Department of Fish and Game. Portions of the property would be
restored to open water, salt marsh, and other wetland types while nearly 63-acres would
continue to be agriculturally managed to create suitable habitat for Aleutian geese.

3) Upslope Sediment Reduction — Sediment reduction/erosion control actions in the
Williams Creek, Francis Creek, and Reas Creek sub-watersheds, including upslope channel
restoration, riparian planting, bank stabilization, livestock fencing, and road drainage
upgrades. Projects may also include engineered natural features to capture and trap sediment
in off-channel areas that would gradually restore to wetland areas through natural processes.
These efforts are primarily intended to improve water quality in the Salt River, while
enhancing the hydrologic function of the Salt River by reducing turbidity or sediment load
and resulting sediment deposition in the Salt River channel.

Adaptive Management Plan. Project performance thresholds and acceptable practices would be
developed for future adaptive management measures to maintain performance of the overall Salt
River Ecosystem Restoration Project. This eempenent would be most closely associated with river
channel restoration, and includes identification of channel dimensions, channel maintenance access
points, target habitat conditions, establishment of maintenance activities compatible with the overall
project goals and objectives, and Best Management Practices for performing future channel
maintenance activities.

SALT RIVER ECOSYSTEM RESTORATION PROJECT
ALTERNATIVES

This Draft Final EIR analyzes a range of restoration alternatives to meet the habitat restoration,
drainage, water quality, and flood protection goals of the Salt River Ecosystem Restoration Project,
with consideration of economic feasibility and public safety. This Psaft EIR considers the
environmental effects of the four project components described above as Alternative 1. Three other
alternatives are also assessed. These include Alternative 2, which includes the Salt River channel and
upland work, but not restoration of Riverside Ranch; Alternative 3, which includes restoration of
Riverside Ranch and the adjacent lower portion of the Salt River, as well as upland restoration, but
not the bulk of the Salt River channel restoration; and Alternative 4, which is the no project




scenario. This DEIR also discusses a range of other possible alternatives and components that have

been rejected from further review.

This Draft EIR identifies the potential impacts and mitigation measures for each of the alternatives.
These impacts are summarized in Table ES-1.

PURPOSE AND USE OF THIS BRAFF EIR

The Peaft EIR was prepared in compliance with CEQA and the CEQA Guidelines, as amended.
Possible CEQA responsible agencies for components of this project include:

» (California Department of Fish and Game (Streambed Alteration Agreement, permit for
electro-fishing and/or seining activities if fish need to be relocated)

* North Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board (401 Certification and/or Discharge
Permit, Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan)

* Humboldt County (Grading Permit, Conditional Use permit, Coastal Development Permit,
no agricultural land loss policy, FEMA floodplain/floodway certification)

= State Lands Commission

= (alifornia Coastal Commission (Coastal Development Permit)

* North Coast Unified Air Quality Management District (permit for backup diesel generator)
In addition, local permits would be required for grading and levee encroachment/construction.

This EIR has been formatted to facilitate its incorporation into any NEPA documentation that may
be required for the project. Federal lead agencies and their permits for the project that may trigger
NEPA review include:

= US. Army Corps of Engineers: Department of the Army Section 404 Clean Water Act
permit would be required for discharge or fill of waters of the United States.

* National Marine Fisheries Service: Federal Endangered Species Act compliance would be
required for anadromous fish species federally listed as threatened or endangered

= US. Fish and Wildlife Service: Federal Endangered Species Act compliance would be
required for resident fish and terrestrial species federally listed as threatened or endangered.

= (California State Historic Preservation Office: Section 106 of the National Historic
Preservation Act, as codified in 36 Code of Federal Regulations 800.4, requires federal
agencies to consult with the California State Historic Preservation Officer for resources that
are eligible for listing as a historic resource.

= US Environmental Protection Agency: Oversight responsibility for federal Clean Water Act
permits.




This document is a project-level Pratt EIR for the Salt River channel and Riverside Ranch
restoration components of the project, and assesses the upland sediment reduction projects at a
program level.

PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT PROCESS

The District has facilitated numerous public meetings, tours, small group discussions, and individual
conversations in order to assure public involvement in this highly collaborative project. In 2004 the
Salt River Advisory Group (SRAG) was established under the auspices of the District to build
partnerships between private landowners living adjacent to the Salt River, public groups, and
resource agencies and to provide information and technical assistance to the project. The SRAG is
comprised of numerous landowners and representatives from various public agencies including:
HCRCD, California Department of Fish and Game, Natural Resources Conservation Service,
California Coastal Conservancy, County of Humboldt, and City of Ferndale. Regular meetings of
the SRAG have been held over several years to promote public involvement, encourage dialogue,
and share information.

On June 21, 2007 a public scoping meeting to discuss the Notice of Preparation for this EIR was
held at the Ferndale City Hall and public comment was received.

During 2006 and 2007 additional public meetings were held inviting landowners and interested
citizens to form Salt River Watershed Council. The Council is a community based partnership that
encourages long-term cooperative watershed management practices to sustain, protect, and improve
water quality, drainage, aquatic and riparian habitat, and other natural resources, while contributing
to long-term economic, agricultural and community sustainability in the coastal Salt River watershed.
It is anticipated that the Salt River Watershed Council will continue to play a key role in promoting
public involvement with the project.

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS, AND MITIGATION MEASURES

The environmental impacts of the Salt River Ecosystem Restoration Project alternatives are

summarized on Table S-1 and are briefly described by topic below. Impaets-thatapply-only-to-the

HYDROLOGY, WATER QUALITY, AND GEOMORPHOLOGY

Alternatives 1-3 would have potentially significant but mitigable impacts to water quality associated
with construction. Alternatives 1-3 also could degrade water quality in the Eel River delta if tidal
and wetland circulation does not function as planned; this also would be mitigable to a less than
significant level. Potentially significant impacts to groundwater quality and channel erosion are
unlikely, but also may occur under Alternatives 1-3. A monitoring and management plan would
identify and mitigate groundwater and channel erosion impacts, if they develop. Alternative 3 would
have less of a beneficial effect on Salt River flooding upstream of Reas Creek than Alternatives 1
and 2. Alternative 3 would also have an increased (but still less than significant) potential scour in




the lower part of the channel, adjacent to Riverside Ranch. Under Alternative 4, existing flooding
and water quality problems would continue to worsen.

GEOLOGY AND SOILS

Alternatives 1 and 2 would involve bridge reconstruction or retrofitting, which would be required to
conform to current seismic design standards and therefore have a less than significant impact.
Similarly Alternatives 1-3 would involve construction of levees and berms designed to current
seismic standards. Alternatives 1-3 also would have some erosion potential, however this impact
would be reduced to less than significant levels by incorporation of Water Quality section
mitigations. Up-land projects in Alternatives 1-3 would reduce erosion and landslide hazards
compared to existing conditions and Alternative 4.

BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES: TERRESTRIAL AND WETLANDS

Impacts to Sensitive Habitat. The proposed project would impact some existing habitats that are
regionally abundant and not considered to be sensitive habitats. These habitats include developed
land, agricultural grassland and ruderal habitat. The conversion of these land cover types to other
habitats, such as tidal marsh, aquatic, and riparian, is therefore not considered significant.
Restoration of the area would also potentially impact sensitive habitats, including freshwater and
brackish marsh, agricultural land and perennial grassland with wetland characteristics, freshwater
seasonal wetlands, and riparian forest and scrub habitat. Acreages of these habitat types impacted by
the project would vary depending on the project alternative implemented. These impacts are
discussed in detail in Impacts 3.3.1-1 through 3.3.1-5 below. Table 3.3-2 summarizes acreage
impacts by land cover type for the Riverside Ranch and Salt River Channel Restoration components.
The upslope sediment reduction component is not expected to result in significant land cover

conversions.

Impacts to Special Status Species. While conversion of regionally common land cover types to
restored land cover types is not considered an adverse impact, impacts to special status species
potentially using these habitats are analyzed below. The project’s sensitive habitat impacts also have
the potential to impact associated plant and wildlife species, including special status species. Impacts
to special status species are discussed in detail in Impacts 3.3.1-6-3.3.1-12.

Effects on Wildlife Corridors. None of the project alternatives would interfere substantially with
wildlife movement, nursery sites, or wildlife corridors. Alternatives 1-3 would have beneficial
effects. The restoration of approximately 5 miles of freshwater riparian corridor would improve the
connectivity and quality of the riparian corridor for species such as riparian birds and amphibians.

Conflicts with Local Policies or Ordinances Protecting Biological Resources. None of the
project alternatives would conflict with local policies or ordinances protecting biological resources.
While County regulations protect sensitive habitat such as coastal streams and riparian habitats from
disturbance, disturbance and alteration of these habitats is permitted by the County when it is carried
out for fish and wildlife habitat restoration or improvement or for flood control channel
replacement with DFG consultation (Eel River Area Plan Sections 30233(a), 30607.1, 30230).




Conflicts with Conservation Plans. There are no approved habitat conservation plans in the
project area. Therefore, none of the project alternatives would conflict with such a plan.

BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES: AQUATIC

Implementation of Alternative 1 could negatively impact aquatic ecosystems and fish through the
following mechanisms:

* Changes in water quality
* Hnatrainment Entrapment of fish in areas disconnected from the estuary.
=  Disturbance of substrate/benthic habitat

® Creation of habitat that will benefit non-native invasive species at the expense of native
species

Alternative 1 also provides the most significant and far-reaching benefits of any of the proposed
alternatives. By combining a significant increase in tidal prism, restoring five miles of freshwater
channel habitat along the main Salt River Channel, and by restoring hydraulic connectivity with
tributary streams, the project thereby also provides a net benefit to fish and the aquatic ecosystem.

Alternative 2 possesses nearly all of the potentially adverse impacts of Alternative 1, with two
notable exceptions: a) There would be no risk of entrainment in newly restored tidal marsh absent
newly created tidal marsh, and; b) The continued low level tidal prism would diminish tidal scouring
of the channel, thereby increasing the need for and rate of channel maintenance over time. The
construction of a channel in combination with upland restoration can only be considered a palliative
treatment for this geologically unstable and ecologically degraded system. Furthermore, repetitive
and more frequent disruption of the newly modified channel would more frequently disrupt any
benefits associated with improving aquatic habitat conditions in the Salt River channel.

Alternative 3, primarily limited to the restoration of Riverside Ranch, possesses most of the project
benefits to aquatic habitat, and relatively few of the adverse effects associated with channel
modification and long-term maintenance of the channel.

However, fewer improvements to drainage and main-channel habitat quality would preclude full
hydrologic connectivity with and fish passage to Salt River tributary streams.

Alternative 4 (No Action) would avoid all adverse impacts associated with the proposed project, and
assures the ongoing sediment deposition, aggradation of the main channel, continued flooding, and
none of the benefits associated with conducting the project. In the short term, within 15 years,
aquatic habitat would diminish as the channel further closes.

AIR QUALITY

Alternatives 1-3 would result in the emissions of significant levels of PM10 emissions. However, the
implementation of mitigation measures to reduce fugitive dust would reduce these emissions to less
than significant levels. Alternatives 1-3 would also result in short-term construction related
emissions of greenhouse gases, notably CO2. Alternative 1 and 3 would also result in the




restoration of approximately 247 acres of salt marsh, which is expected to be a significant long-term
carbon sink and would make the project’s impact on greenhouse gas emissions less than significant.
Alternative 2 does not include tidal salt marsh restoration. If Alternative 2 were implemented,
carbon offsets would be purchased to reduce the greenhouse gas emissions impact to a less than
significant level. Alternatives 1-3 would also result in less than significant short-term emissions of
other pollutants associated with construction. Levels of emissions for Alternatives 2 and 3 are
approximately half the emissions expected under Alternative 1. Alternative 4 would not generate
any new pollutant emissions.

NOISE

Noise generated from excavation, hauling, and disposal of soils in Alternatives 1 and 2 could
potentially significantly adversely affect nearby residents. This would be mitigated to a less than
significant level by implementation of mitigation including limits on work hours, controls on
equipment, and development of a haul-truck route plan. Alternative 3 would have a more limited
noise impact and would not require mitigation.

AESTHETICS

Alternatives 1, 2, and 3 would all result in temporary impacts to the area’s visual quality associated
with the removal of vegetation and earthmoving, as well as permanent impacts associated with
revegetation and wetlands creation. The proposed Revegetation Plan would reduce this impact to
less than significant. No light and glare would occur from any of the alternatives.

LAND USE

None of the alternatives would have significant impacts associated with land use plan compliance,
compatibility with surrounding land uses, or substantial alteration of present or planned land uses.
No mitigations are required.

AGRICULTURAL RESOURCES

Alternatives 1 and 2 would provide 1- to 2-year flood protection of agricultural areas near the Salt
River channel, as well as enhanced drainage to surrounding agricultural lands in all flood events,

thereby enhaneing agrieultural-land—uses improving agricultural productivity on those lands. This

would be partially offset by the loss of some agricultural lands to the new channel. Overall

Alternative 1 would have neutral or beneficial impacts to agricultural productivity. Alternatives 1

and 3 would result in the loss of agricultural lands at Riverside Ranch that would be converted to
wetlands.  Overall, loss of agricultural lands would be offset by drainage improvements for
Alternatives 1 and 2, but not for Alternative 3. Alternative 4 would result in a gradual increase in the
duration and frequency of flooding in the project area, with associated losses in agricultural
productivity. No mitigations are required.




RECREATION

None of the alternatives would have significant impacts to existing or planned recreational facilities,
public access, or other recreational opportunities. No mitigations are required.

CULTURAL RESOURCES

Excavation of the Salt River Channel and Riverside Ranch under Alternatives 1 and 2 could result in
significant impacts to unknown historic or prehistoric resources. Alternative 3 would have a lower
probability of significant effects because no work would be done at the Port Kenyon Historic
District, however significant impacts may still occur. Mitigation measures have been identified to
reduce this impact to a less than significant level.

TRANSPORTATION

Alternatives 1 and 2 could result in potentially significant traffic impacts associated with haul-truck
trips. This impact could be reduced to a less-than-significant level through use of double trailers and
implementation of a traffic control plan. Safety hazards and impacts to pedestrians, bicycles, and
transit would be less than significant. Alternative 3 would have earthwork balanced on-site and
would have a less than significant truck traffic impact.

PUBLIC SERVICES AND UTILITIES

None of the alternatives would have potentially significant impacts to any public services or utilities.
No mitigations are required.

HAZARDS AND HAZARDOUS MATERIALS

Alternatives 1-3 would have less than significant impacts associated with soil contamination and
accidental release of hazardous materials during construction. Impacts from mosquito generation
would be significant but mitigable for Alternatives 1-3. .

SIGNIFICANT UNAVOIDABLE IMPACTS

—All ether impacts

implementation of measures identified in this EIR.
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are mitigable to a less-than-significant level with

COMPARISON OF ALTERNATIVES

As required by CEQA, the Salt River Ecosystem Restoration Project alternatives were analyzed to
determine which would be the Environmentally Superior Alternative. Alternative 1 could have
somewhat greater short-term environmental impacts to existing environmental resources than
Alternatives 2 and 3, considered without reference to long-term environmental benefits. Alternative
2 would provide substantial flood control, channel ecosystem, and fish passage benefits but may




require more maintenance than Alternatives 1 and 2 due to reduced tidal prism. Alternative 3
provides substantial wetland enhancement benefits but limited channel improvements, fish passage,
and flood control benefits, but with substantially reduced implementation impacts on biological
resources and construction noise that would be associated with the channel excavation. Therefore
this EIR considers the Salt River Ecosystem Restoration Project’s CEQA Environmentally Superior
Alternative to be Alternative 3. It should be noted, however, that even this alternative and
mitigation, would result in some significant adverse impacts, as with Alternatives 1 and 2.
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