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although elk pellet group numbers were not as abundant as those observed for mule deer.  
Accumulations of elk pellet groups and evidence of shrub hedging was similar to mule deer and 
was most pronounced on the outwash benches supporting sagebrush habitat at the base of the 
Book Cliffs.  The CDOW considers these sagebrush benches to be the most important elk winter 
habitat areas within the project area (Riggs 2006).  Early spring use by elk was also very evident 
on the point of the ridge to the south of the proposed mine bench.  Past disturbance and an old 
jeep road leading to this area have resulted in the abundance of annual grasses and forbs on 
disturbed areas. 

CDOW population estimates for the Yellow Creek elk herd (Colorado Outdoors n.d.) indicate 
recent elk herd numbers to be slightly decreasing:  2003 – 9,780 animals; 2004 – 8,840 animals; 
2005 – 8,270 animals. 

Pronghorn 
Pronghorn populations in the project area, GMU 30, and surrounding GMUs are relatively low, 
and the CDOW has not established any hunting seasons for pronghorn in the region.  The 
majority of the project area (lower elevations below the Book Cliffs escarpment and north of the 
Highline Canal) is within pronghorn yearlong range and winter range (see Figure 3-24, Winter & 
Severe Winter Range).  Pronghorn winter concentration areas are located immediately southwest 
and south of the mine facilities area, while severe winter range is located just west of SH 139 and 
the project area (see Figure 3-24).  Pronghorn use was most notable along the railroad route in 
the area between the Highline Canal and SH 139.  Several well-used trails crossed the rail route, 
one of which likely leads to a watering site adjacent to irrigated cropland.  The trails are also 
used by cattle.  Not all crossings of the rail corridor use the trails, but the trails are areas of 
concentrated use.  The southernmost trails occur about 0.4 mile north of the Highline Canal.  The 
other two trails occur in close proximity to each other, about 0.25 mile further north, with one in 
a draw and the other on an adjacent ridge.  The second area of obvious use was adjacent to the 
utility road corridor between SH 139 and the mine facilities.  Because of low pronghorn numbers 
in the region, field surveys did not document any heavily used areas by pronghorn, but sagebrush 
and salt desert shrub habitats are the most important for pronghorn in the study area.  During 
field surveys in June and August 2006, pronghorn were observed along the proposed railroad 
spur alignment north and east of the Highline Canal, along the main access road (CR X) to the 
facilities area, and on the facilities site.  Recent herd population numbers for pronghorn in the 
study area region are not available from the CDOW.  Informal estimates place the herd size in 
the neighborhood of 75 animals (Van Graham 2008). 

Mountain Lion 
Mountain lion occur throughout the study area region with their range being closely tied to that 
of mule deer.  Mountain lion prey primarily on mule deer and, like their prey, are typically wide-
ranging.  Mountain lions will follow their prey’s seasonal movement and inhabit summer range 
or winter range in conjunction with mule deer.  As a result of their wide-ranging habits, 
population densities are usually low.  Documented home ranges for mountain lion in the Western 
U.S. range from 32.5 to 479.0 square kilometers (Anderson 1983).  Preferred mountain lion 
habitat consists of rough or steep terrain in remote areas with suitable rock or vegetation cover.  
Based on this information and the wide-ranging habits of mountain lion, it is likely that the 
project area occurs within a territory occupied by this species.  Mountain lions are most likely to 
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utilize the project area during the winter months when mule deer numbers increase on the 
northern portion of the project area. 

Predators, Furbearers, and Small Mammals 
Due to the secretive nature and nocturnal habits of many furbearers and other small mammals, 
the specific distribution and population densities within the project area are unknown.  
Furbearers and predators known or likely to occur in the area include coyote, badger, gray fox, 
ringtail, kit fox, long-tailed weasel, western spotted skunk, striped skunk, and bobcat.  All of 
these species, except ringtail, are adapted to a wide range of grassland and shrubland habitats and 
are likely residents of the project area.  Field surveys documented the presence of coyote and 
badger. 

Coyote sign (scat) was encountered irregularly, but throughout the less rugged portions of the 
study area and coyotes are likely to occur in all habitats wherever suitable small mammal or 
rabbit prey can be found.  Badgers prefer open grassland and sagebrush habitats supporting 
populations of white-tailed prairie dogs and ground squirrels, its preferred prey.  Badger diggings 
were encountered occasionally in the desert salt shrub and sagebrush habitats in white-tailed 
prairie dogs towns within the project area. 

Bobcats, like coyote, occur in wide variety of habitats.  This species prefers rugged areas with 
caves, rock outcrops, and ledges.  Favored prey includes large rodents, rabbits, and hares.  
Juniper scrub habitat, along the Book Cliffs escarpment, provides the most suitable habitat for 
bobcat within the study area.  Striped skunk and long-tailed weasel inhabit a wide variety of 
habitats but often prefer areas near water and may not be common in the project except in the 
agricultural area in the southern portion of the rail line.  The western spotted skunk prefers 
canyon and foothill country below 8,000 feet in elevation in Colorado.  It appears to favor 
broken country or rocky terrain supporting montane shrublands, semi desert shrublands, and 
piñon-juniper woodlands (Fitzgerald et al. 1994). 

Kit fox inhabit desert and semi-desert shrubland and margins of piñon-juniper woodlands 
throughout much of the Southwest.  Additional information on the kit fox is included in 
Section 3.2.13, Threatened and Endangered Species.  

The range of the ringtail extends from southern Mexico and Baja, California, through the 
Southwest and into the northwestern one-third of the U.S.  They inhabit open, semi-arid country 
where rocky outcroppings, canyons, or talus slopes are present.  Although omnivorous, ringtails 
show a preference for animal matter.  Principal food items include arthropods, small mammals, 
and fruits (Poglayen-Neuwal and Toweill 1988).  Ringtails most often den in rock crevices, 
boulder piles, and talus but also use brush piles, other animal burrows, rural cabins, and caves 
(Poglayen-Neuwal and Toweill 1988).   

Habitats within the project area support a wide variety of other small and medium-sized 
mammals including the gray fox, long-tailed weasel, western spotted skunk, and striped skunk, 
associated with Colorado Plateau semi-desert and agricultural habitats.  Many of the rodents and 
other small mammal species present represent an important food source for raptors and 
mammalian predators.  Although specific information regarding population numbers and the 
distribution of most of these species is not available, some general conclusions related to species 
occurrence in the project area can be made based on habitats present and field surveys.  Field 
surveys documented the presence of black-tailed jackrabbit, desert cottontail, white-tailed prairie 
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dog, and least chipmunk.  Prairie dogs were encountered at various points on public and private 
lands from the Highway 6&50 crossing to the mine facilities area.  Figure 3-23, Wildlife 
Observations, indicates areas on and adjacent to proposed facilities currently supporting prairie 
dog populations.  Burrow densities and area occupied by various populations varied 
considerable.  The largest concentrations occurred on private land north of CR M.8 and on 
private and public land east of agricultural lands along East Salt Wash and north of the Highline 
Canal.  White-tailed prairie dogs are a cornerstone species in desert habitat, and additionally 
provide habitat for black-footed ferret, an endangered species.  More information about the 
locations of white-tailed prairie dog towns is presented in Section 3.2.13, Threatened and 
Endangered Species.   

Other small mammals likely to be study area residents include deer mouse, long-tailed vole, and 
plains pocket mouse at the lower elevations and mountain cottontail, rock squirrel, canyon 
mouse, piñon mouse, bushy-tailed woodrat, and yellow-bellied marmot at the higher elevations, 
associated with the upper portions of the Book Cliffs escarpment. 

Raptors 
Raptors that are not considered TESS and likely to occur in the project area are listed in 
Table 3-23, Raptor Species that May be Present in the Project Area.  Several of these raptors are 
identified as BOCC by the USFWS (USFWS 2002). 

Table 3-23 
RAPTOR SPECIES THAT MAY BE PRESENT IN THE PROJECT AREA 

Common Name Scientific Name BOCC Habitat & Breeding Records 

Bald eagle  Haliaeelus 
leucocephalus  Y 

Open Water – Lakes, Forested Wetlands, Shrub 
Dominated Wetlands; common winter migrant along river 
corridors.  Elevation: 300-8,000 feet 

Northern harrier Circus cyaneus Y 

Grassland, shrubland, agricultural areas, and marshes.  
Nests in areas with abundant cover (e.g., tall reeds, 
cattails, grasses) in grasslands and marshes.  Also known 
to nest in high-elevation sagebrush. 

Cooper’s hawk Accipiter cooperii N 
Cottonwood riparian to spruce/fir forests, including 
piñon/juniper woodlands.  Nests most frequently in pines 
and aspen. 

Sharp-shinned 
hawk Accipiter striatus N 

High density young, or even-aged, stands of coniferous 
forest and deciduous forests of aspen or oak brush with 
small stands of conifers.  Piñon-juniper woodland. 

Red-tailed hawk Buteo jamaicensis N 

Diverse habitats including grasslands, piñon-juniper 
woodlands and deciduous, coniferous and riparian forests.  
Nests in mature trees (especially cottonwood, aspen, and 
pines) and on cliffs and utility poles. 

Swainson’s hawk Buteo swainsoni Y 
Typically, arid grassland, desert, agricultural areas, 
shrublands and riparian forests.  Nests in trees in or near 
open areas. 

Golden eagle Aquila chrysaetos Y 
Grasslands, shrublands, agricultural areas, piñon-juniper 
woodlands, and ponderosa forests.  Prefers nest sites on 
cliffs and sometimes in trees in rugged areas. 
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Table 3-23 
RAPTOR SPECIES THAT MAY BE PRESENT IN THE PROJECT AREA 

Common Name Scientific Name BOCC Habitat & Breeding Records 

American kestrel Falco sparverius N 
Coniferous and deciduous forests and open terrain with 
suitable perches.  Nests in cavities in trees, cliffs and 
buildings. 

Prairie falcon Falco mexicanus Y Grasslands, shrublands, and alpine tundra.  Nests on cliffs 
or bluffs in open areas. 

Great-horned owl Bubo virginianus N 
Occupies diverse habitats including riparian, deciduous 
and coniferous forests with adjacent open terrain for 
hunting. 

Northern saw-
whet owl Aegolius acadicus N 

Mountain and foothills forest and canyon country.  
Significant use of piñon-juniper woodland and Douglas-
fir.   

Long-eared owl Asio otus N 
Occupies mixed shrublands.  Nests and roost in sites in 
dense cottonwoods, willows, scrub oak, junipers and dense 
forest of mixed conifers and aspens. 

Note: 
BOCC = birds of conservation concern 
 

Bald eagles are common winter residents on the Colorado River and utilize cottonwood trees for 
night roosts, hunting perches, and nesting.  There are several nesting pairs of bald eagles on the 
Colorado River, with the closest nest sites found in Horsethief Canyon, approximately three 
miles southwest of the south end of the railroad spur.  Golden eagles and red-tailed hawks will 
nest in large trees and cliffs or rock outcrops.  The only trees of suitable size for nesting by these 
species occurred on private land within the railroad corridor.  Suitable nesting habitat for red-
tailed hawk, golden eagle, prairie falcon, and great-horned owls is provided by ledges on cliffs 
and areas of rock outcrop on the Book Cliffs.  Great-horned owls do not build their own nests 
and often occupy old nests of eagles, hawks, and ravens on cliff faces and rock outcrop.   

Northern harriers usually nest on the ground or in low shrubs in pockets of dense shrub and grass 
cover, along drainages or near wetlands.  Two nests were located in cattail patches adjacent to 
Big Salt Wash.  The American kestrel is a cavity-nester that uses abandoned woodpecker holes, 
magpie nests, and rock outcrop crevices.  Stands of juniper and large cottonwoods also provide 
potential nest sites for red-tailed hawk, long-eared owl, saw-whet owl, Cooper’s hawk, and 
sharp-shinned hawk. 

Biologists surveyed and inventoried the project area for raptors during June and August of 2006 
by searching cliffs and walking all areas of suitable nesting habitat.  All potentially suitable sites 
within 0.25 mile of the proposed railway route were inspected for the presence of nests.  Survey 
results are depicted in Table 3-24, Raptor Nest-Site Locations.  All locations of survey 
observations were recorded using handheld global positioning system (GPS) units, and locations 
were recorded as Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) coordinates North American Datum of 
1983, Zone 12 South.   
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Table 3-24 
RAPTOR NEST-SITE LOCATIONS 

Species 
UTM 

Easting 
UTM 

Northing 
Habitat 
Type Status Ownership Comments 

Northern 
harrier 

683479 4346830 Cattails Active Private Approximately nest location 
based on adult behavior 

Northern 
harrier 

6832223 4345191 Cattails Active Private One chick in nest 

Burrowing 
owl 

688695 4354251 Annuals Active Private Adult Pair with owl pellets on 
several mounds 

Burrowing 
owl 

688678 4358750 Annuals Active BLM Three young observed in burrow 

RT hawk/ 
raven 

692902 4361476 Cliff Active BLM Young fledged but active this year 
based on white-wash 

Golden eagle 692945 4360716 Cliff Active BLM Large stick nest.  Young fledged 
but active based on white-wash 

Raven 690866 4363011 Cliff Active BLM Stick nest.  Raven nest based on 
white-wash 

Unknown 692916 4362653 Cliff Inactive BLM Old stick nest not active this year 
Great-horned 
owl 

692003 4359843 Unknown Active BLM Fledglings; nest site not observed; 
likely tree 

Notes: 
BLM = U.S. Bureau of Land Management 
UTM = Universal Transverse Mercator 
 

Raptor observations (Cedar Creek 2006) other than nest sites included red-tailed hawk, raven, 
and northern harrier along the road access corridor, golden eagles perched on the Book Cliffs 
above the disposal area and soaring over the desert area, a peregrine falcon stooping on prey at a 
small stock pond, kestrels, and a falcon (undetermined species) perched on the transmission pole 
along access corridor.  Very heavy white-wash beneath a cottonwood located on private land 
strongly indicates a hunting perch for bald or golden eagles during the winter months.  Three 
great-horned owlets were observed on the juniper woodland bench indicating nesting in the 
woodland or adjacent cliff habitat.  

In this portion of Colorado, the raptor nesting season is generally considered to occur between 
mid-February and mid-August.  Typically, owls and eagles are the first raptors to begin the 
annual nesting cycle followed by members of the Genus Accipiter, Buteo, Circus, and Falco.  By 
mid-August all young birds have usually fledged and left the nest.   

Several TESS raptor species including the bald eagle, ferruginous hawk, peregrine falcon, and 
burrowing owl are known to utilize the project area.  The burrowing owl is the most frequent 
user of the project area, breeding and nesting in the project area.  The bald eagle, peregrine 
falcon, and ferruginous hawk utilize the area for hunting during the months they are present in 
Colorado.  Additional information on these Threatened and Endangered birds of prey can be 
found in Section 3.2.13, Threatened and Endangered Species. 
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Migratory Songbirds 
The Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) provides federal protection of migratory bird species, 
and the BLM is required to evaluate the potential effects of a project on such species.  A draft 
USFWS MOU defines BLM responsibilities under the MBTA.  The MOU directs the BLM to 
avoid or minimize the unintentional take of migratory birds to the extent practicable.  The MOU 
also places high management priority on BOCC identified by the USFWS (USFWS 2002).  

The BOCC listing for the Southern Rockies/Colorado Plateau (USFWS 2002) was reviewed, and 
migratory songbirds on this list that are potential breeders in the study area are presented in 
Table 3-25, Birds of Conservation Concern Likely to Occur in the Project Area.  BOCC raptors 
are listed in Table 3-23, Raptor Species that May be Present in the Project Area. 

Table 3-25 
BIRDS OF CONSERVATION CONCERN  

LIKELY TO OCCUR IN THE PROJECT AREA 

Common Name Scientific Name Habitat & Breeding Records 

Pinyon jay Gymnorhinus 
cyanocephalus 

• Piñon-juniper woodlands.  Nests in piñons or junipers. 
• Confirmed breeder in Mesa County and observed on the project 

area. 
Gray vireo Vireo vicinior • Sparse Woodland, dry shrubby areas. 

Black-throated 
gray warbler 

Dendroica 
nigrescens 

• Mature piñon-juniper woodlands.  Nests on horizontal branches in 
piñon or juniper. 

• Nesting has been confirmed in Mesa County.  

Sage sparrow Amphispiza belli 
• Large contiguous areas of low-elevation big sagebrush or 

sagebrush/greasewood shrublands.  Nests in sagebrush. 
• Presence has been confirmed on the area during the nesting season. 

Brewer’s 
sparrow Spizella breweri 

• Sagebrush, desert shrub. 
• Confirmed breeder in Mesa County 

 

Songbird diversity within the study area is limited by the lack of vegetation species and 
structural diversity.  Few songbird species were recorded by qualitative surveys within the study 
area.  Juniper scrub slopes represent potentially suitable habitat for gray vireo, but their 
distribution in Colorado is irregular and quite localized (Andrews and Righter 1992).  Piñon jay 
and black-throated gray warbler typically prefer denser and taller piñon-juniper woodlands than 
the juniper scrub habitat areas supported within the study area with the exception of the 
woodland located on the east edge of the project area.  Sage sparrows prefer extensive stands of 
sagebrush.  Sagebrush benches in the study area appear to contain suitable sagebrush stands for 
sage sparrow.  Like the gray vireo, the sage sparrow’s distribution in Colorado is irregular and 
localized (Andrews and Righter 1992).  The Colorado Natural Heritage Program (CNHP) 
database indicated that sage sparrow presence was recorded in and near the study area in April 
1988 in Sections 2 through 11 (T8S, R102W).  Brewer’s sparrow is well distributed throughout 
western Colorado but was not observed in the project area.  It is found primarily in larger 
sagebrush stands of medium to tall height and is a confirmed breeder in Mesa County. 

Other songbirds noted on the project area during surveys in 2006 included horned lark, mourning 
dove, loggerhead shrike, sage thrasher, magpie, Clark’s nutcracker, mocking bird, ash-throated 
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flycatcher, chipping sparrow, black-chinned sparrow, night hawk, meadow lark, lark sparrow, 
Scott’s oriole, Say’s phoebe, blue-gray gnatcatcher, western kingbird, violet green swallow, rock 
wren, and canyon wren.  

Upland Game Birds 
Chukar and mourning dove are the only upland game birds likely to be found in the project area.  
Mourning doves inhabit shrubland and grassland habitats in the region.  However, they prefer 
agricultural areas and open woodlands with scattered trees and shrubs near water and are 
common throughout the project area.  Doves were common during June, particularly around a 
small watering hole, although none were observed during the August 2006 field survey of the 
facilities area.  Mourning doves are present in the region primarily during the summer months, 
migrating to warmer climates in the southern U.S. and Mexico for the winter. 

Chukars have been introduced as a game bird throughout many arid areas of the western U.S.  
This species prefers arid sagebrush/grasslands in areas of rocky or rugged terrain.  Chukar nest 
on the ground typically in rock or shrub cover.  They require water and will make daily trips to 
watering sites during the hottest parts of the summer (Terres 1980).  Preferred food includes the 
seeds of understory grasses (especially cheatgrass and bunchgrasses) and weedy species and the 
leaves of succulent forbs (Terres 1980).  The lack of springs and other water sources throughout 
the summer near or in areas of suitable chukar habitat may limit chukar presence within the 
project area during this period.  Chukars were observed at the base of the Book Cliffs in June 
2006, but were not seen or heard during the August 2006 field survey. 

Waterbirds 
Waterbirds include waterfowl, shorebirds, and other wading birds typically associated with 
wetlands and bodies of surface water.  Within the study area, aquatic habitat for waterbirds is 
restricted to two small seasonal stock ponds in the desert area and irrigation water found in the 
agricultural areas.  In the desert area perimeters of stock ponds have been degraded by livestock 
use, and they offer little vegetation cover suitable for use as waterbird resting or nesting cover.  
Ducks, geese, great blue heron, and killdeer are quite common in agricultural areas and adjacent 
wetlands, canals, and ponds that occur within the project area. 

Reptiles and Amphibians 
A total of 20 reptiles and amphibians could potentially occur within the project area based on 
habitat preferences and known distributions.  Within the desert area the presence of amphibians 
is limited by the general lack of surface water in the project area.  Only one amphibian, Great 
Basin spadefoot, is a likely resident in this portion of the project area.  This species is listed as 
BLM sensitive and is discussed in Section 3.2.13, Threatened and Endangered Species. 

Within the agricultural area south of the Highline Canal, bull frogs were noted at two locations 
associated with small ponds and wetland habitat. 

Five species of reptiles (longnose leopard lizard, short-horned lizard, plateau striped whiptail, 
collared lizard, and gopher snake) were recorded during the 2006 field surveys.  The longnose 
leopard lizard is listed as a BLM sensitive species and is discussed in Section 3.2.13, Threatened 
and Endangered Species.  Five observations of longnose leopard lizard were recorded during the 
2006 field surveys (Figure 3-23, Wildlife Observations).  All observations occurred north of the 
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Highline Canal and below the base of the Book Cliffs.  Although WestWater biologists did not 
observe sagebrush lizards, western whiptail lizards, milk snakes, and midget-faded rattlesnakes, 
these species are likely residents in the project area. 

Fish 
Fish species known to inhabit Mack Wash include flannel-mouth suckers, roundtail chubs, 
bluehead suckers, and speckled dace.  Natural spawning of flannel-mouth suckers occurs in Salt 
Creek (Martin 2007).  Salt Creek and East Salt Creek are not crossed by the railroad, and no 
flowing washes were encountered between the Highline Canal and Book Cliffs during the field 
surveys that were conducted during all seasons in 2006 and 2007.  Except for East Salt Creek 
and scattered stock ponds on the desert (mostly dry) all water in the project area is a result of 
irrigation development.   

3.2.13 Threatened and Endangered Species 
This section describes threatened and endangered species (TESS) of plants and animals present 
within the project area or within habitat that could be affected by project actions. 

Threatened and endangered species are protected under the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  
Projects that may affect species listed under the ESA, habitat for such species and candidate for 
listing species are subject to consultation between the federal permitting agency (BLM) and the 
USFWS.  Sensitive species are rare species managed by BLM to ensure that proposed projects 
do not contribute to the need for the species to become ESA listed. 

USFWS has identified the following species for consideration (USFWS 2006, 2008) (Table 3-26, 
Threatened and Endangered Species with the Potential to Occur within the Project Area). 

Table 3-26 
THREATENED AND ENDANGERED SPECIES WITH THE 
POTENTIAL TO OCCUR WITHIN THE PROJECT AREA 

Common Name Scientific Name ESA Status 
Boneytail* Gila elegans E 
Colorado pikeminnow* Ptychocheilus lucius E 
Humpback chub* Gila cypha E 
Razorback sucker* Xyrauchen texanus E 
Uinta Basin hookless cactus Sclerocactus glaucus T 
DeBeque phacelia Phacelia submtica E 

Notes: 
(T = federally-listed threatened; E = federally-listed endangered; C = a federal candidate species) 
*Water depletions in the Upper Colorado River Basin may affect the species and/or critical habitat in downstream 
reaches in other states. 

 

In addition, USFWS has requested that estimates of the size of white-tailed prairie dog colonies 
present in the project area be provided to determine if surveys for black-footed ferrets (Mustela 
nigripes) is warranted.  Therefore, a section describing black-footed ferret habitat and occurrence 
in the Grand Valley is included here. 
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The four endangered fish listed in Table 3-26, Threatened and Endangered Species with the 
Potential to Occur within the Project Area, are collectively referred to as the Colorado River 
fishes for the purposes of this analysis. 

Colorado River Fishes 
The Colorado River fishes are native species of the Colorado River system which have decreased 
in numbers due to decreased flow in the rivers, loss of suitable habitat, and diminished water 
quality likely resulting from human uses.  The portion of the Colorado River downstream from 
the proposed project is designated critical habitat for these fish.  In addition, Mack Wash and Salt 
Creek may at times be used by these species.  Projects that may result in the depletion of water or 
diminish water quality must undergo USFWS consultation.   

Uinta Basin Hookless Cactus 
This threatened species is found between 4,500 and 6,000 feet in elevation, primarily on rocky 
hills, mesa slopes, and alluvial benches of desert shrub communities and similar habitats.  Uinta 
Basin hookless cactus has been found at a few locations in the Grand Valley (Spackman et al. 
1997), but not within the proposed project area.   
Surveys of the project area by WestWater Engineering and Cedar Creek Associates did not 
locate any individuals or populations of this species. 

DeBeque Phacelia 
This plant is a candidate for listing under the ESA and is also considered to be a BLM sensitive 
species.  DeBeque phacelia is a small, summer annual plant that grows only in Garfield and 
Mesa counties within the Piceance Basin in western Colorado (Spackman et al. 1997).  The 
species’ total range is less than 300 square miles.  The plant is restricted to elevations between 
4,700 and 6,200 feet on the sparsely vegetated, dark gray and brown, clayey soils with high 
shrink-swell potential of the Atwell Gulch and Shire members of the Eocene and Paleocene 
Wasatch geological formation.  To date, no individuals or populations of this plant have been 
reported in the Grand Valley or the proposed project area.  

Surveys of the project area by WestWater Engineering and Cedar Creek Associates did not 
locate any individual or population of this species. 

Black-footed Ferret and White-tailed Prairie Dog Colonies 
Numerous black-footed ferret surveys have been performed in the Grand Valley since the species 
was included on the ESA list.  To date, no ferrets have been observed in the Grand Valley or 
within the project area.  All known populations of black-footed ferrets in North America were 
introduced from captive-reared stock.  The nearest such experimental population (managed by 
the BLM White River Field Office) is located between Massadona and Elk Springs, over 60 
miles north of the project area.   

Active prairie dog colonies are an essential element of black-footed ferret habitat.  White-tailed 
prairie dog colonies at least 200 acres in area, with a burrow density of at least 8 burrows per 
acre, and located within 4.34 miles of a similar colony may be considered potential black-footed 
ferret habitat.   
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WestWater surveys of the project area identified 13 white-tailed prairie dog colonies (see 
Figure 3-23, Wildlife Observations).  Of these, 11 are located along the proposed railroad spur 
alignment, seven of which may be crossed by the railroad spur.  Two colonies were found along 
the access road to the facility site.  The estimated acreage of each town and the estimated burrow 
density per acre are shown in the Table 3-27, White-tailed Prairie Dog Colonies. 

 

 

The location of these colonies relative other colonies beyond the survey limits of the WestWater 
work is not known.  

Sensitive Species 
Several species of birds, mammals, reptiles, amphibians, fish and plants are identified by the 
State of Colorado and/or the BLM as sensitive species.  Table 3-28, Federal and State Sensitive 
Species, lists the species that may occur in the project area.  

Table 3-27 
WHITE-TAILED PRAIRIE DOG COLONIES 

Colony Number 
Area of Colony 

Acres 
Estimated Burrow 

Density/Acre 
1 > 173.78 * 16 
2 4.70 10 
3 18.57 3 
4 1.59 8 
5 17.85 3 
6 23.01 6 
7 74.10 12 
8 9.00 3 
9 16.89 2 

10 >12.33 * 2 
11 137.73 11 
12 56.77 4 
13 9.43 2 

Notes: 
*Surveys in these areas were limited by land ownership issues. 
> = greater than 
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Table 3-28 
FEDERAL AND STATE SENSITIVE SPECIES 

Common Name Scientific Name State Status Federal Status 
Bald eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus Threatened De-listed in 2007, protected 

under Bald and Golden 
Eagle Protection Act 

Burrowing owl Athene cunicularia Threatened BLM Sensitive 
Peregrine falcon Falco peregrinus Special Concern De-listed in 1999. 
Kit fox Vulpes macrotis Endangered BLM Sensitive 
Townsend’s big-eared bat Plecotus townsendii Special Concern BLM Sensitive 
Spotted bat Euderma maculatum N/A BLM Sensitive 
Fringed myotis Myotis thysanodes N/A BLM Sensitive 
Yuma myotis Myotis yumanensis N/A BLM Sensitive 
Big free-tailed bat Nyctinomops macrotis N/A BLM Sensitive 
Botta’s pocket gopher Thomomys bottae Special Concern N/A 
Midget faded rattlesnake Crotalus viridis concolor Special concern BLM Sensitive 
Milk snake Lampropeltis triangulum N/A BLM Sensitive 
Long-nosed leopard lizard Gambelia wislizenii  Special concern BLM Sensitive 
Great basin spadefoot Scaphiopus intermontanus  N/A BLM Sensitive 
Northern leopard frog Rana pipiens Special Concern BLM Sensitive 
Colorado round-tailed chub Gila robusta Special Concern BLM Sensitive 
Grand buckwheat Eriogonum contortum N/A BLM Sensitive 
DeBeque milkvetch Astragulus deqequaeus N/A BLM Sensitive 
Grand Junction camissonia Camissonia eastwoodiae N/A BLM Sensitive 
Cliffdwellers cryptanth Cryptantha elata N/A BLM Sensitive 

Notes: 
BLM = U.S. Bureau of Land Management 
N/A = not applicable 

 

Searches for these species were carried out concurrent with other biological surveys performed 
by WestWater in 2006.  No evidence of kit fox, Botta’s pocket gopher, midget faded rattlesnake, 
milk snake, Great basin spadefoot, Northern leopard frog, DeBeque milkvetch, Grand Junction 
camissonia, or cliff dwellers cryptanth was observed.  However, considerable numbers of Grand 
buckwheat were observed, as were five long-nosed leopard lizards.   

Bald Eagle, Peregrine Falcon and Burrowing Owl 
Bald eagles are common winter residents on the Colorado River and utilize cottonwood trees for 
night roosts, hunting perches and nesting.  There are several nesting pairs of bald eagles on the 
Colorado River, with the closest nest sites found in Horsethief Canyon, approximately three 
miles southwest of the south end of the railroad spur.  Peregrine falcons nest on cliffs and forage 
over wide areas of adjacent habitat.  There are known nesting pairs in Colorado National 
Monument, approximately 8 miles southeast of the project area.  Burrowing owls were found at 
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two locations during the biological survey (see Figure 3-23, Wildlife Observations).  An adult 
pair was observed about 0.25 mile east of the proposed rail alignment in prairie dog colony 11.  
Owls had apparently being using several burrows because regurgitated pellets were found on 
several burrow openings.  The second group of owls (3 young birds) was observed in prairie dog 
colony 12 near the access road from SH 139 to the mine site.  Specific locations of the burrowing 
owl observations are included in Table 3-24, Raptor Nest-Site Locations.   

Kit Fox 
In addition to being a BLM Sensitive Species, the kit fox is state listed as a Colorado Endangered 
Species.  Kit fox occupy semi-desert shrubland dominated by saltbush, shadscale, sagebrush 
and/or greasewood, as well as the margins of piñon-juniper woodlands.  Rabbits are a critical 
component of their diets.  According to NDIS, kit fox are known to occupy Mesa, Delta, and 
Montrose counties.  The project area includes the appropriate vegetation and abundant rabbits, 
both of which are important components of kit fox habitat. 

Western Colorado represents the northeastern edge of the kit fox’s range that extends from the 
northern Great Basin south through the desert Southwest and into Mexico.  In Colorado this 
species’ historic range included the lower Gunnison River and Colorado River drainages below 
about 6,000 feet (Fitzgerald et al. 1996).  After four years of study, Fitzgerald concluded that kit 
fox range and numbers in western Colorado had declined considerably.  Fitzgerald captured ten 
kit fox in 1,930 trap nights at 922 trap sites over the four-year period in the lower Colorado River 
valley.  One fox was trapped in Prairie Canyon (extreme west Garfield County), three were 
captured in Rabbit Valley (extreme west Mesa County) and six were trapped in the Cocoran 
Point area northeast of the Grand Junction airport.  Radio-collared kit fox captured in western 
Mesa and Garfield counties moved 20 to 25 miles during the Fitzgerald study.  Follow-up studies 
by Beck (1999, 2000) supported Fitzgerald’s conclusions and postulated that the species was 
close to extinction in the state.  Other incidental sightings of kit fox were made by CDOW 
personnel in the early and late 1980s (Graham 2007).  

Fitzgerald estimated that over 200 square miles of sagebrush and saltbush rangelands, clay 
barren areas, and shrub-grasslands appeared to be suitable habitat in the lower Grand Valley.  
Almost the entire project area represents potential habitat for kit fox and is within their historical 
range.  Although no den sites or kit fox sign were found during the 2006 surveys, it must be 
noted that kit fox are nocturnal and the field surveys were conducted during daylight hours, 
therefore it cannot be ruled out that kit fox are residents in the project area.  Given the habits and 
mobility of this species, use of several inventory methods would be required, including spot-light 
routes, track detection stations, and searches for dens, to more accurately determine the status of 
kit fox in the project area.  

Sensitive Bats 
Five bat species (Townsend’s big-eared bat, spotted bat, fringed myotis, Yuma myotis, and big 
free-tailed bat) listed as BLM sensitive could reside in the Red Cliff Mine project area.  
Townsend’s big-eared bat is also listed as a state special concern species.  Based on existing data 
it is unlikely that the fringed myotis and big freetail bat occur within the project area.  The 
remaining bat species, Townsend’s big-eared bat, spotted bat, and Yuma myotis could occur 
within the project area but the probability is not high.  Adequate foraging habitat exists for all 
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three species but suitable habitat for roosting, maternity roosts, and hibernacula is lacking in the 
project area.   

Botta’s Pocket Gopher 
Although no specific sites were surveyed in 2006 to determine the status of Botta’s pocket 
gophers in the project area, they are known to inhabit the project area.  Botta’s pocket gophers 
can be found in a variety of habitats, including agricultural land, piñon juniper woodland, and 
semidesert shrublands (Fitzgerald et al. 1994).  They are expected to occupy areas with deep 
soils along the rail alignment.   

Midget Faded Rattlesnake and Milk Snake 
These snake species inhabit varied habitats, including rocky to sandy soils in semi-desert 
shrublands, canyons, piñon-juniper woodlands, and arid river valleys between 7,500 and 9,500 
feet (rattlesnake) or below 8,000 feet (milk snake).  Both are secretive and may be difficult to 
detect without a concerted effort. 

Long-nosed Leopard Lizard 
Within the project area, habitat for this species includes fairly dense stands of saltbush, 
greasewood, rabbitbrush, juniper woodlands, and cheatgrass on clay soils.  This habitat is found 
along much of the railroad alignment north from the Highline Canal continuing east of SH 139 to 
the proposed facility site, including the base of the Book Cliffs within and north of the mine and 
facility site.  According to Hammerson (1999), these lizards are most common where the ground 
surface between shrubs is bare or lightly vegetated and where the soil is mounded at the base of 
the shrubs and pocked with rodent burrows used by the lizards during the nighttime and winter.  
A minimum of five individuals were observed by WestWater biologists within the study area 
during the biological surveys, including two in salt desert shrub (saltbush/shadscale), one in 
sagebrush, one in juniper woodland, and one in a burn reseeded with four-wing saltbush and 
perennial grasses. 

Great Basin Spadefoot and Northern Leopard Frog 
Great Basin spadefoot toads occur north of the Uncompahgre Plateau (including parts of Mesa 
and Garfield counties) at elevations up to 7,000 feet in piñon-juniper woodlands, sagebrush flats, 
and semi-desert shrublands.  Habitats include the bottoms of rocky canyons, broad dry basins, 
and stream floodplains.  There are known records of occurrence in the Grand Valley, west of the 
project area, between Salt Creek and the Utah state border (Hammerson 1999). 

Northern leopard frogs are widely distributed in Colorado including the project area below the 
Highline Canal, in habitats including wet meadows, ponds, marshes and irrigated areas.  
Formerly abundant, the frogs have become scarce in many areas of Colorado, due in part to loss 
of habitat and predation from non-native bullfrogs (Hammerson 1999). 

Colorado Round-tailed Chub 
Colorado round-tailed chub are listed as a Colorado species of special concern and a BLM 
sensitive species.  These fish occupy slow-moving waters adjacent to areas of faster current in 
large rivers (NDIS), including the portions of Mack Wash and Salt Creek adjacent to the 
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Colorado River (Martin 2007).  Formerly abundant in the lower Colorado River drainage, they 
have become increasingly scarce in recent years, causing them to be added to the sensitive 
species lists.  

Grand Buckwheat  
Grand buckwheat is a dwarf perennial shrub with small yellow flowers, typically in bloom from 
May to August (Freeman & Reveal 2005).  This species is found in Mancos shale badlands on 
gently rolling hills with sparse salt desert shrub vegetation between elevations of 4,250 to 5,600 
feet (Spackman et al. 1997).  Grand buckwheat has a limited distribution largely restricted to the 
Grand Valley of Mesa County, Colorado and Grand County, Utah. 

A Grand buckwheat sampling plan was prepared in consultation with BLM biologists on the 
basis of the WestWater observations.  The results were reported in a document prepared by 
WestWater Engineering (WestWater 2007).  A summary of the findings is presented. 

The approved sampling plan, including the shape and area of the sampling quadrats, as well as 
the number of samples to collect, was based on the methods described by Elzinga et al. (2001).  

The study found an estimated total Grand buckwheat population within the study area of 
approximately 1,144,614 individuals.  These plants are found on side slopes of the numerous 
ridges in the study area, but not within lowlands dominated by greasewood (Sarcobatus 
vermiculatus), or in areas with dense cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum) (see Figure 3-25, Grand 
Buckwheat Habitat and Occurrences). 

Debeque Milkvetch, Cliffdweller’s Cryptanth and Grand Junction Camissonia 
DeBeque milkvetch is found between the elevations of 5,100 and 6,400 feet inhabiting the 
varicolored, fine textured, seleniferous saline soils of the Wasatch Formation-Atwell Gulch 
Member.  The cliffdweller’s cryptanth is found between the elevations of 4,600 and 5,000 feet in 
salt desert shrub communities found on the clayey Mancos shale derived soils.  The Grand 
Junction camissonia is found between 3,900 and 5,900 feet in sparse desert shrub communities 
(mat saltbush, shadscale, and blackbrush) and sparse juniper woodlands on adobe hills in the 
lower valleys of western Colorado.  There is suitable potential habitat for each of these species 
within Mesa County and both the cliffdweller’s cryptanth and Grand Junction camissonia have 
been recorded within the Grand Valley between the study area and the Utah state border.  The 
nearest recorded observation of DeBeque milkvetch is over 20 miles east of the project area. 



Red Cliff Mine EIS

Figure 3-25
Grand Buckwheat Habitat

and Occurrences
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