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Chapter 1 — Introduction

1.1 Identifying Information

CASEFILE/PROJECT NUMBER (optional): DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA

PROJECT TITLE: Rebuild of Xcel Energy Transmission Lines in the San Luis Valley

PLANNING UNIT: Bureau of Land Management (BLM), San Luis Valley Field Office, San Luis
Resource Area, Front Range District, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)
U.S. Forest Service (Forest Service), San Isabel National Forest, Salida Ranger District

LEGAL DESCRIPTION: BLM’s San Luis Valley Field Office administers lands within the San Luis
Resource Area (SLRA). The SLRA encompasses approximately 520,677 acres of BLM-administered land
in the San Luis Valley (SLV), which is in the south-central part of Colorado (BLM 1991). The
transmission lines proposed for rebuild pass through dozens of Sections (S) within Townships (T) 49N,
48N, 47N, 46N, 45N, 44N, 43N, 42N, 41N, and 40N, and within Ranges (R) 10E, 9E, and 8E.

1.2 Background

This Environmental Assessment (EA) has been prepared by the BLM to assess the impacts of authorizing
Xcel Energy to rebuild three existing transmission lines in the SLV. The BLM is the lead federal agency
for this EA and is responsible for review and issuance of a decision under the Federal Land Policy and
Management Act (FLPMA) and in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).

NEPA (42 United States Code [U.S.C.] 4321 et seq.) is a federal statute requiring the identification and
analysis of potential environmental impacts associated with proposed federal actions before those actions
are taken. The intent of NEPA is to help federal agency officials make well-informed decisions based on
an understanding of the potential environmental consequences, and take actions to protect, restore, or
enhance the environment. NEPA established the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ), which is
charged with the development of implementing regulations and ensuring federal agency compliance with
NEPA.

The Forest Service, San Isabel National Forest, Salida Ranger District, is a cooperating agency for this
EA. The Salida Ranger District is part of both the Pike and San Isabel National Forests, and encompasses
over 440,000 acres of public lands in central Colorado.

This EA has been prepared under the guidelines of the BLM National Environmental Policy Act
Handbook (H-1790-1) and in compliance with the Forest Service National Environmental Policy Act
Handbook (FSH 1909.15) (BLM 2008; Forest Service 2012).

The proposed project involves rebuilding three existing transmission lines that cross public lands
administered by the BLM and owned by the Forest Service. The proposed project passes through Chaffee,
Saguache, Alamosa, and Rio Grande Counties, and the BLM-administered lands and Forest Service-
owned lands are in the northern portion of the project area, in Chaffee and Saguache counties (see Figure
1-1). The BLM’s Authorized Officer is responsible for review and authorization of proposed activities on
BLM-administered lands. Xcel Energy (Xcel) currently holds existing BLM FLPMA right-of-way
(ROW) authorizations for the three existing transmission lines on BLM-administered lands. The proposed
project would require new ROW authorizations from the BLM.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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The San Isabel National Forest is crossed by portions of Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905. This EA will
consider the Forest Service’s guidelines relevant to each resource area.

Xcel is the fourth largest investor-owned transmission system in the United States, with more than 18,100
miles of electric transmission lines and nearly 900 transmission and transmission/distribution substations
in 10 states, including Colorado (Xcel 2013). Public Service Company of Colorado (PSCo), a subsidiary
of Xcel, is the owner and operator of 4,718 miles of transmission lines in Colorado. Within and adjacent
to the San Luis Valley, PSCo currently owns and operates the following three transmission lines:

1. Transmission Line 9811, a 115-kilovolt (kV) line that runs 72.2 miles from the Poncha Springs
Substation to the San Luis Valley Substation. Transmission Line 9811 has a permanent ROW
width of 100 feet and provides a source of power for communities in Chaffee, Saguache,
Alamosa, and Rio Grande counties.

2. Transmission Line 6905, a 69-kV line that runs 64.0 miles from the Poncha Springs Substation to
the Mosca Substation. Transmission Line 6905 has a permanent ROW width of 75 feet and
provides a source of power for communities in Chaffee, Saguache, and Alamosa counties.

3. Transmission Line 6920, a 69-kV line that runs 7.7 miles from the Villa Grove Substation to the
Kerber Creek Substation. Transmission Line 6920 has a permanent ROW width of 30 feet and
provides the only source of power into the Kerber Creek Substation, which feeds adjacent
Saguache County communities, including Bonanza.

These transmission lines were originally constructed in the 1940s and 1950s and they are approaching the
end of their serviceable lives. The proposed project is to rebuild these three transmission lines within the
same or similar alignment as the existing lines. Transmission Line 9811 would maintain its existing
voltage rating, while Transmission Lines 6905 and 6920 would be upgraded to 115-kV lines.

1.3 Purpose and Need

The purpose of the Proposed Action is to authorize Xcel Energy to rebuild three existing transmission
lines; two of which originate at the Poncha Springs substation and terminate in the north and central
portions of the SLV and the third line which is located entirely in the north portion of the SLV. The three
transmission lines cross public lands administered by the BLM and lands owned by the Forest Service, as
well as additional public (State and U.S. Fish and Wildlife [USFWS]) and private lands. In reviewing the
proponent’s application to rebuild the lines, the BLM and Forest Service have developed this EA to allow
the BLM’s and the Forest Service’s authorized officers to make informed decisions for their respective
agency.

The need for the Proposed Action is established by the BLM and Forest Service’s responsibility under
FLPMA Title V(a)(4) to respond to a request for a ROW Grant for legal access across existing BLM-
administered and Forest Service-owned lands. The BLM must comply with decisions for ROWSs
established in the San Luis Resource Area Resource Management Plan (SLRA RMP) and the Forest
Service must comply with decisions for ROWSs established in the Pike and San Isabel National Forests
Land and Resource Management Plan (LRMP).

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
1-2



EA for Rebuild of Xcel Energy Transmission Lines in the San Luis Valley

| © Substations
| === Transmission Line 6905
| = Transmission Line 6920
=== Transmission Line 9811
[ State Land Board
| B san Isabel National Forest
BLM Land
| 70 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

L] 5 5 10 N
T — Miles
Kilometers A

10 F. 1}
Projection: Transverss Mercaior
UTM Zone 13 Nosth
Rath Arwerican Datum ol 1983
Soiice of Back ground: ESRI Stiestenap 2000

N~

Center,
- 3 Hooper

;_u_._u

MOSCH
SARGENT; JUNCTION
Dunul
-
Alamosa

Lounty

3 Figure 1-1. Location of Proposed Project

DOI-BLM-C0-300-2013-0006 EA

February 2015



CONOOT A WN B

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17

18

19
20
21
22
23
24
25

26
27
28
29
30

31
32

33
34

35

36

37
38

39

EA for Rebuild of Xcel Energy Transmission Lines in the San Luis Valley

The purpose and need for authorizing the proposed project for both the BLM and Forest Service stems
from the overarching policy and direction in the FLPMA, as amended, and from the missions of both
agencies, which are multiple-use, sustained-yield management of the National System of Public Lands
and National Forest System lands, respectively. The FLPMA also provides the BLM and Forest Service
with discretionary authority to grant ROWSs on lands they administer, taking into consideration impacts on
natural and cultural resources (including historical resources). In granting such ROWSs, the BLM and
Forest Service must endeavor to “minimize damage to scenic and esthetic values and fish and wildlife
habitat and otherwise protect the environment” through avoidance or mitigation (FLPMA Title V).

1.4 Xcel Energy Goals and Objectives

Xcel’s goals and objectives are to rebuild Transmission Lines 9811, 6905, and 6920 as close to their
existing alignments as possible in order to provide safe and reliable power to the SLV and Poncha Springs
areas. The existing transmission line structures are nearing the end of their serviceable lives. Most of the
structures on Transmission Lines 6905 and 6920 were originally built in 1945, and the structures on
Transmission Line 9811 were built in 1957. Under the proposed project, Xcel would rebuild the existing
lines with new structures and new conductors. Transmission Line 9811 would maintain its existing
voltage rating, while Transmission Lines 6905 and 6920 would be upgraded to 115-kV lines in order to
meet current and known future demands for the SLV.

1.5 Decisions to be Made

The BLM and Forest Service have separate decision-making processes, as delineated by each agency. The
analysis in this EA will determine whether the Proposed Action, including committed protection and
mitigation measures would result in significant impacts on the human and natural environment as defined
by CEQ regulations, the BLM’s NEPA Handbook H-1790-1, and the Forest Service’s NEPA Handbook
1909.15. If the analysis reveals that significant impacts would be expected, an environmental impact
statement would be required; however, if no significant impacts are anticipated, the BLM and Forest
Service would issue a Finding of No Significant Impact.

The BLM and Forest Service will decide whether to authorize the rebuild of Xcel’s electric transmission
lines in the SLV based on the analysis contained in this EA. The BLM and Forest Service may choose to:
a) authorize the project as proposed, b) authorize the project with modifications or requirements for
additional mitigation, or ¢) not authorize the project at this time. The agencies will make the following
regulatory decisions with respect to issuance of ROW Grants based on the analyses presented in this EA:

1. Under 43 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 2800, BLM will make a decision on authorizing a
ROW Grant for rebuild of the transmission lines on BLM-administered lands.

2. Under 36 CFR 251, the Forest Service will make a decision on authorizing a ROW Grant for
rebuild of the transmission lines on Forest Service-owned lands.

1.6 Plan Conformance Review

1.6.1 BLM Conformance Review

As required by 43 CFR 1610.5 and BLM 1617.3, the Proposed Action is subject to and has been reviewed
for conformance with the following plan:

Name of Plan: San Luis Resource Area Resource Management Plan (SLRA RMP)

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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Date Approved: December 18, 1991

Land Use Allocation Decision Number/Page: 1-15, 1-16, 1-17/page 15 of the SLRA RMP Record of
Decision

Decision Language:

Decision Number 1-15. Utility corridor routes, identified by the Western Utility Group and
included in the Rio Grande Forest Plan, are adopted with three exceptions (see decision page
15 for exceptions).

Decision Number 1-16. Any impacts from ROWSs adjacent to or that cross riparian areas will
be mitigated.

Decision Number 1-17. All other BLM lands will be open to rights-of-way for other utility
lines, roads, etc., and each will be evaluated on a case-by-case basis for alignment and
mitigation stipulations.

In January 1997, the Colorado State Office of the BLM approved the Standards for Public Land Health
and amended all resource management plans (RMPs) in the State. The Standards for Public Land Health,
provided in the following list, describe the conditions needed to sustain public land health and apply to all
uses of public lands:

Standard 1: Upland soils exhibit infiltration and permeability rates that are appropriate to soil type,
climate, land form, and geologic processes.

Standard 2: Riparian systems associated with both running and standing water function properly and
have the ability to recover from major disturbance such as fire, severe grazing, or 100-year floods.

Standard 3: Healthy, productive plant and animal communities of native and other desirable species
are maintained at viable population levels commensurate with the species’ and habitat’s potential.

Standard 4: Special status species, threatened and endangered species (federal and state), and other
plants and animals officially designated by the BLM, and their habitats, are maintained or enhanced
by sustaining healthy, native plant and animal communities.

Standard 5: The water quality of all water bodies, including ground water where applicable, located
on or influenced by BLM lands will achieve or exceed the Water Quality Standards established by the
State of Colorado.

These standards are used to evaluate impacts to resource within Chapter 3 of this EA.

1.6.2  Forest Service Conformance Review

The Proposed Action is subject to and has been reviewed for conformance with the Pike and San Isabel
National Forests LRMP. Section 11l of the LRMP contains direction for non-recreation special use
management, including transmission line development. The management directions applicable to the
Proposed Action include the following:

e 02. Do not approve any special use applications that can be reasonably met on private or other
federal lands unless it is clearly in the public interest.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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e 04. Do not approve special use applications for areas adjacent to developed recreation sites
unless the proposed use is compatible with the purpose and use of the developed site.

1.7 Scoping, Public Involvement, and Issues

NEPA regulations (40 CFR 1500-1508) require that the BLM use a scoping process to identify potential
significant issues that may require analysis. The principal goals of scoping are to allow public
participation to identify issues, concerns, and potential impacts that require detailed analysis. Federal,
state, and local agencies and representatives, as well as area non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
received an agency scoping invitation letter. Additionally, all landowners located within the ROWSs of
each of the three Xcel transmission lines within the project area were contacted by letter. Finally, a Public
Scoping Notification announcing the scoping period was placed in five local and regional newspapers.

A 30-day scoping period for the Proposed Action began on July 29, 2013, and closed on August 28, 2013.
During this period, BLM received scoping comments from four agencies: Colorado Parks and Wildlife;
San Luis Valley Ecosystem Council and Conejos County Clean Water, Inc.; Poncha Pass Gunnison Sage-
grouse Local Working Group; and Saguache County Government. BLM also received scoping comments
from five members of the public.

The comments received ranged from suggestions of proposed project alternatives (for example, co-
locating lines across Poncha Pass, burying the transmission lines within occupied sage-grouse habitat, and
upgrading voltages/capacity on the lines across Poncha Pass) to specific input on BMPs and sensitive
resources in the area (for example, biological resources, cultural and historic resources, and human health
and safety).

One agency, Saguache County, asked to formally cooperate on the development of this EA. This request
was accepted, and Saguache County participated in the alternatives development workshop for this EA,
held on May 14, 2014.

Tribal consultation for the proposed project has been conducted in accordance with the National Historic
Preservation Act (NHPA) of 1966 and Executive Order 13175 to maintain the BLM’s government-to-
government relationship between Native villages and tribes. A consultation letter was sent to sixteen
tribes. Three tribes—the Hopi Tribe, Southern Ute Indian Tribe, and Pueblo of Santa Ana—provided
comments on the proposed project.

All input received during the scoping phase has been considered and incorporated into this EA.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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Chapter 2 — Description of the Proposed Action and
Alternatives

The purpose of this chapter is to provide information on the Proposed Action and alternatives.
Alternatives considered but not analyzed in detail are also discussed.

2.1  Alternatives Analyzed in Detail

2.1.1  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Under the Proposed Action, the BLM and Forest Service would authorize an amendment to the ROW
Grants to Xcel Energy for the rebuild of three existing transmission lines (see Figure 2-1). The rebuilt
transmission lines would consist of overhead wires supported by wooden pole structures. The
construction process would consist of improving access where needed, installing the new structures and
dismantling the existing lines. The following specific activities would occur as part of rebuilding the
transmission lines:

1. All 72.2 miles of Transmission Line 9811 within the project area would be rebuilt, beginning
with the rebuild of 13 structures during fall 2015 through spring 2016. These 13 structures must
be raised to meet line clearance requirements specified by the Federal Energy Regulatory
Commission (FERC). The remainder of the line would be rebuilt between 2015 and 2019. The
new transmission line structures would be H-Frame and would be very similar to the existing
structures (see Figures 2-2 and 2-3). The new dual-pole structures would be approximately 14
feet wide from pole to pole, which is slightly wider than the existing structures that are 12.5 feet
wide. The pole height would vary between 75 and 120 feet above the ground and the average pole
height would be approximately 5 to 10 feet taller than the existing poles. Due to the increased
height of the poles, the new structures would be spaced further apart than the existing structures.
The total number of structures associated with the rebuild of Transmission Line 9811 within the
project area would be reduced from 601 to approximately 485.

The alignment for Transmission Line 9811 would be located largely within the existing
alignment, which runs 72.2 miles from the Poncha Springs Substation to the San Luis Valley
Substation. Minor exceptions may occur should any topographic or sensitive resources be
identified, the new alignment could be moved up to 30 feet east or west of the existing alignment
within public lands in order to avoid or reduce resource impacts. The same permanent 100-foot-
wide ROW would be used.

2. All 55.4 miles of Transmission Line 6905 within the project area would be rebuilt between 2016
and 2018. The new transmission line structures would be similar to the existing structures (see
Figures 2-4 and 2-5). The pole height would vary between 75 and 120 feet above the ground,
and the average height would be approximately 20 to 50 feet taller than the existing poles. Due to
the increased height of the wood poles, the structures would be spaced further apart than the
existing structures. The total number of structures associated with the rebuild of Transmission
Line 6905 within the project area is anticipated to be reduced from 897 to approximately 435.

Under the Proposed Action, Transmission Line 6905 would be upgraded from a 69-kV line to a
115-kV line, in order to increase the capacity and reliability of the line.

The alignment for Transmission Line 6905 would be located largely within the existing alignment,
which runs 55.4 miles from the Poncha Springs Substation to the Mosca Substation. Minor
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exceptions may occur if topographic or sensitive resources are identified; the new alignment could
be moved up to 30 feet east or west of the existing alignment within public lands in order to avoid
or reduce resource impacts. The same permanent 75-foot-wide ROW would be used.

All 7.7 miles of Transmission Line 6920 would be rebuilt between 2015 and 2019. The new line
would be constructed while the existing line is still energized, so that a continuous source of
power to the Kerber Creek communities is maintained. The new transmission line structures
would be similar to the existing structures (see Figures 2-4 and 2-5). The pole heights would
vary between 75 and 120 feet above the ground, and the average heights would be approximately
20 to 50 feet taller than the existing poles. Due to the increased height of the poles, the structures
would be spaced further apart than the existing structures. The total number of structures
associated with the rebuild of Transmission Line 6920 within the project area would be reduced
from 94 to approximately 55.

Under the Proposed Action, Transmission Line 6920 would be upgraded from a 69-kV line to a
115-kV line. This upgrade would be a direct result of the decision to upgrade Line 6905, as Line
6920 is a radial line from Line 6905 and there is no substation between the two lines which
allows the voltage of Line 6905 to be stepped down from the voltage of Line 6920.

The alignment for Transmission Line 6920 would be located within 30 feet of the existing
alignment, which runs from the Villa Grove Substation to the Kerber Creek Substation. The width
of the permanent ROW of Transmission Line 6920 would increase from 30 feet to 75 feet in
order to comply with National Electric Safety Code (NESC) Compliance Standards, which allow
for construction, maintenance, and operation activities on the line. Additionally, the Kerber Creek
Substation would be expanded by approximately 115 feet to the west. The current site of the
substation is 0.296 acres, and the new site would need to be approximately 0.573 acres in order to
accommodate the new equipment needed for the 115-kV line.

The proposed width of the ROW for each of the three transmission lines, and allowed activities within
them, are determined by the NESC operational considerations and are proportional to the transmission
line voltage and structure type. The new transmission lines would meet all specifications of the Colorado
Public Utilities Commission, which regulates utilities in the state to ensure reliable electricity delivery, of
the North American Electric Reliability Corporation, which ensures reliability of electricity delivery
throughout North America, and of FERC, which provides federal oversight.

Table 2-1 summarizes the ownership and respective acreage of lands crossed by the proposed

transmission line ROWSs.

Table 2-1. Lands Crossed by Transmission Line ROWSs (Acres)

Land Ownership Transmission Line Transmission Line Transmission Line

9811 6905 6920

BLM 191.5 141.9 66.0

Forest Service 23.3 42.9 -

USFWS - 10.3 -

State 39.1 62.7 -

Private 622.5 324.2 110.3

Total 876.4 582.0 176.3

DOI-BLM-C0O-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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2.1.1.1 Construction

The proposed transmission lines would consist of overhead wires (e.g. conductors and shield wire)
supported by wooden pole structures. Assuming that the new structures would be placed an average of
800 feet apart from one another for each respective transmission line, approximately 483 new dual
wooden pole structures would be constructed for Transmission Line 9811, approximately 435 new single
wooden pole structures would be constructed for Transmission Line 6905, and approximately 55 new
single wooden pole structures would be constructed for Transmission Line 6920. The new transmission
line poles would be treated with pentachlorophenol for preservation prior to delivery to the project area.
The ground would be excavated for the structures using a backhoe or truck-mounted auger if access and
conditions permit; otherwise, the holes for the structures would be hand dug using compressor-run
jackhammers and other tools. Each hole for the pole structures would require a circular area of
approximately 12.5 square feet. The structures would be lifted into place with cranes or, if terrain is
inaccessible, with helicopters. Where the ground is not level, placement of the structures would require
grading to create a pad for the crane.

Following construction of the structures, the conductor and shield wire would be strung between the
poles. A pilot wire would be threaded through the pulleys suspended from structure insulators. Reels of
conductor and shield wire would be delivered to the ROW and loaded on tensioning machines. Using the
pilot wire, the conductors and shield wire would then be pulled into place by the tensioning machines and
would not contact the ground.

Once the new overhead wires are in place, the lines would be energized and the existing transmission
lines and structures would be removed. The existing wooden transmission poles would be cut off 1 foot
below the ground surface. Approximately 601 structures would be removed from Transmission Line
9811; 897 structures would be removed from Transmission Line 6905; and 94 structures would be
removed from Transmission Line 6920. Landowners would be given the option of taking possession of
the poles located on their lands for their use outside of the transmission line ROW. Otherwise, all
structures and associated line infrastructure would be removed by a salvage contractor and reused or
disposed of in accordance with applicable regulations.

Excess spoil material from installation of the structures would be expected to be less than 1 cubic yard per
pole. Spoil cuttings would be placed around the base of the pole in a conical manner, centered on the pole,
to direct surface runoff away from the pole and to backfill any settlement of soil in the pole excavation
space.

Two crews with approximately four people each, and one supervisor covering both crews, would be used
for construction of each line. The workers would be skilled in transmission line construction work, and
would not necessarily be hired from the immediate region. The typical construction workweek would be 6
days per week and 10 hours per day.

Each crew would require one or more of the following vehicles for construction of the pole structures,
depending on conditions: up to two bucket trucks, a crane truck, a flatbed truck, and a pickup truck. The
bucket trucks would be used for accessing and working on structure removal and rebuilding. The crane
truck would be used for removing and replacing the structures. The flatbed truck would be used to
transport materials to and from the structures. The pickup trucks would provide site support. Up to three
or four structures would be worked on per day. Up to five vehicle trips could be required for the work at
each structure, and up to twenty total vehicle trips could be required for the work each day.

Within the transmission line ROWSs, vegetation would be cleared and the land would be graded or
compacted as needed to improve access or to facilitate construction activities. The acreage of proposed

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
2-8



SOOI WN -

9

10
11
12
13
14
15

16

17
18
19

EA for Rebuild of Xcel Energy Transmission Lines in the San Luis Valley

ground disturbance for each transmission line is provided in Table 2-2. Clearing would be by mechanical
means and would involve removing vegetation within the ROW at a width of up to 12 feet; grading would
involve leveling the terrain using cut and fill at a maximum width of 24 feet, salvaging topsoil for later
use; and, compaction would occur when construction vehicles would travel along the existing two-track
access roads. Compaction would disturb an area up to 12 feet wide. The locations where each of these
activities would occur are identified in the maps provided in Appendix A.

Table 2-2. Proposed Disturbances Within the ROWs

Land Transmission Compaction Clearing Grading
Ownership Line (acres) (acres) (acres)
9811 10.91 7.04 2.16
6905 9.56 5.85 3.68
BLM 6920 0.04 0.44 4.20
Total 20.51 13.33 10.04
9811 -- 1.61 1.35
Forest Service 6905 — 0.73 0.24
6920 -- -- --
Total 0 2.34 1.59
9811 -- -- --
6905 0.20 -- --
USFWS 6920 — — —
Total 0.20 0 0
9811 -- 411 0.91
State 6905 0.10 5.40 1.87
6920 -- -- --
Total 0.10 9.51 2.78
9811 29.04 21.12 6.72
. 6905 12.21 15.88 6.20
Private 6920 1.54 2.45 5.37
Total 42.79 39.45 18.01
Total 63.60 64.63 32.70
2.1.1.11  Construction Staging Area

The construction staging area for the proposed project would be an area of approximately 30,000 square
foot located in Saguache County, west of U.S. Highway 285 (US 285) and south of Clayton Cone Road
(roughly 2.5 miles south of Villa Grove) on private land (shown on page 6 in Appendix A). The staging
area would be fenced for security and to keep potential staging disturbance from spreading beyond the
leased land. The staging area would be restored to pre-construction conditions after construction is
complete and material and equipment have been demobilized from the site.

21112 Construction Access

Access to the ROWSs for Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 would primarily be from existing public
ROWs, such as state or county roads. In certain locations, access would be across public or private land
with explicit permission from the landowner. The access points from public ROW and private lands are

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015

2-9




O~ wWN PR

[e <IN o))

13
14
15
16
17
18
19

20
21
22
23
24
25

EA for Rebuild of Xcel Energy Transmission Lines in the San Luis Valley

typically gated and locked. Helicopter access could be required during construction of the lines in steep
terrain. Helicopters would travel to the material staging area to land and collect construction materials.
The helicopter would set down materials, without landing, in the ROW while crews would disconnect the
materials from the haul cable, freeing the helicopter to depart. Access to Transmission Line 6920 would
be primarily by helicopter and walking.

Upgrade of certain road access and stormwater drainage points both within and outside of the ROWs
would be required as part of the Proposed Action. All disturbances proposed within the ROWSs, including
those associated with road access and drainage improvements are summarized within Table 2-2. Those
disturbances proposed to occur outside of the ROWs are summarized in Table 2-3, below. Note that no
disturbances would occur outside of the ROW on private, state, or USFWS-owned lands.

Table 2-3. Proposed Disturbances Outside of the ROWSs

Land Transmission . Compaction Clearlng and
. . Location Grading
Ownership Line (acres)
(acres)
Access between structures 48
6920 and 49 (523, T46N, R8E) 0.03 i
Access between structures 66
and 67 (S27, T46N, R8E).
6920 Aggregate imported to site to ) 0.18
fill in ruts.
BLM 6920 Access between structures 74 i 0.02
and 75 (S21, T46N, R8E). '
Access to structure 83 (521,
6920 T46N, RSE). 0.04 -
Total 0.07 0.20
Access improvement to
Forest 9811 structure 41 (533, T49N, R8E). ] 0.06
Servi
ervice Total i 0.06

Ten feet of disturbance width per linear foot of road is assumed to account for the grading needed for the
proposed access route and stormwater flow improvements. In certain locations, drainage crossing
improvements would be made by installing a culvert that would pass the 100-year storm event or by
laying back the sides of an incised channel to allow drive-across access. Channel layback would typically
require some aggregate surface hardening in areas that require erosion control protection and
improvement of the driving surface.

Drainage grading improvements may include stabilizing drainage channels that are not stable and that
may not be crossed by vehicle traffic. This could include drainage grading and drainage stabilization,
such as import of riprap aggregate. No cut material would be removed from public lands. Grading would
be minimized, and any excess cut material would be spread along existing access roads and not over
undisturbed areas outside of the current or improved access route. Specific locations for all access and
stormwater drainage improvements are shown in the maps in Appendix A.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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2.1.1.2 Best Management Practices

Design features and BMPs that would be applied during the proposed project are described in Table 2-4.
During construction, work crews would carry spill cleanup kits, and in times of burn bans or wildfire
concerns, each crew would have a fire suppression kit. Construction stormwater plans and measures that
meet local, state, and federal guidelines and intent would be developed and implemented during
construction and revegetation activities.

Table 2-4. Design Features and Best Management Practices

FIEpOEST P e PG Applicant-Committed Measures and BMPs
Phase Resources
Pre- General A construction monitoring plan will be developed to monitor
Disturbance/Planning the implementation of BMPs during construction.
Pre- General All on-site crews will be trained about the importance of
Disturbance/Planning staying on defined access routes and within the ROW.
Impacts will be minimized by designing pole placement,
access roads, and associated construction so that it occurs
outside of cultural resource boundaries within the permanent
Pre- Cultural - . i
. . ROW. All on-site crews will be educated on the protection
Disturbance/Planning | Resources
of cultural resources and the procedures to cease work and
notify the proper authorities in the case of unanticipated
discoveries.
. Grading and clearing activities will be minimized, and
Construction General - : . .
disturbances will be stabilized as soon as practicable.
. Vehicle speed restrictions will be enforced to reduce
Construction General

potential for accidents and dust creation.

Construction

Soils, Aesthetics

Permanent or temporary soil erosion control measures for all
slopes, channels, ditches, disturbed land area, and soil
stockpiles would be implemented as soon as practicable after
final grading or the final earth disturbance has been
completed. When it is not possible to permanently stabilize a
disturbed area after an earth disturbance has been completed,
or where significant earth disturbance activity temporarily
ceases, temporary erosion control measures would be
implemented as soon as practicable.

Once ground disturbing activities are complete, during the
appropriate season, Xcel will revegetate the disturbed area to
individual plant densities of at least 70 percent pre-
disturbance levels, or implement equivalent permanent
erosion reduction methods, reducing the long-term impacts
from sedimentation. If any aggregate is used on site, it will
be color-matched to local soils to further limit the long-term
visual impact of grading and stabilizing activities.

A revegetation plan would be developed in coordination
with BLM, Forest Service, USFWS, and other stakeholders,
as appropriate.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA
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Proposed Project Affected

Phase RESOUTCES Applicant-Committed Measures and BMPs

Construction will not occur when the soil is too wet to
Construction Soils adequately support construction equipment, if such
equipment creates ruts in excess of 4 inches deep.

Erosion and sedimentation to streams will be reduced by
minimizing stream crossings and construction activities near
riparian and wetland areas. Existing stream crossings will be
used where possible. A 300-foot-wide buffer for
construction activities will be used on each side of perennial
and intermittent streams.

Construction Water Resources

The following structural and nonstructural BMPs will be
employed, as appropriate. Structural BMPs will include the
use of silt fences and straw wattles for perimeter control;
vehicle tracking control (a rock pad adjacent paved roads to
minimize sediment tracked onto pavement); mud mats to
minimize surface disturbance; and, rock logs and check
dams, which are both concentrated flow strainers.
Non-structural BMPs will include surface roughening
(which will be performed at each disturbed area), vegetation
buffers, street sweep (performed as needed on paved
surfaces), minimizing disturbance areas, employing good
housekeeping (practices to keep site clean of debris,
organized, and easy to spot a problem), locating any site
liquids away for natural conveyance channels, training crews
and site visitors regarding efforts to keep site clean and
protect waters of the US.

Construction Water Resources

To limit the emission of fugitive particulate matter, BMPs
will be employed as appropriate, including using wind
breaks and barriers, applying water frequently, applying soil
Construction Air Quality additives, controlling vehicle access and flow routes,
covering piles, using gravel at site exit points, washing
equipment at the end of each work day and prior to site
removal, reestablishing ground cover, and stopping work.

Work vehicles will be well-maintained and could use diesel

Construction Air Quality particle filters to reduce emissions.
Native seed mixtures will be used for revegetation activities.
BMPs in the Gunnison Basin Candidate Conservation
Agreement, Appendix A (CCA 2013), will be followed,
including restoring native vegetation in Gunnison sage-
grouse (GuSG) habitat disturbed by construction.
. Biological Specifically, for this project BLM recommends the
Construction . . )
Resources following seed mixtures be used:
Blue Grama 3 Ibs/ac
Indian Rice Grass 6 Ibs/ac
Western Wheatgrass 10 Ibs/ac
Winterfat 3 Ibs/ac
Total 22 Ibs/ac
DOI-BLM-C0O-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015

2-12




EA for Rebuild of Xcel Energy Transmission Lines in the San Luis Valley

PUEEREE P3G e Applicant-Committed Measures and BMPs
Phase Resources
Non-native weeds will be controlled by limiting the number
. Biological of construction vehicles, washing vehicles, using weed-free
Construction . .

Resources seed and straw, and conducting pre-disturbance weed

surveys.
To minimize impacts to migratory birds, construction will
occur outside the typical breeding season for migratory
birds. Although the provisions of the Migratory Bird Treaty
Act apply year-round, most nesting activity occurs between
. . April 1 and July 15. However, some migratory birds nest
. Biological . . : . L
Construction outside of this loosely defined period. If proposed activities

Resources - . .
must occur during the nesting season, or at any other time
that may result in the “take” of migratory birds, a qualified
biologist will conduct pre- work field surveys of the affected
habitats or structures, during the nesting season, to verify the
presence or absence of nesting migratory birds and eagles.
Seasonal restrictions to avoid raptor nest impacts will be
implemented as part of construction. No construction will
occur between November 15 and March 15 within a

. Biological 0.25-mile radius of an active bald eagle winter night roost, if
Construction . . - . . .

Resources no direct line of sight exists. No construction will occur
within 0.5-mile radius if there is a direct line of sight. All
site visits within the buffer radius will be conducted between
10 am and 2 pm from November 15 to March 15.

Biological Construction activities will be avoided in pronghorn winter

Construction 9 concentration areas from January 1 to March 31, and in

Resources .
pronghorn concentration areas from May 15 to July 31.
Gunnison’s prairie dog colonies identified during the 2013

. Biological reconnaissance surveys will be avoided. Additionally,
Construction . .
Resources surveys would take place prior to construction to ensure that
no colonies have relocated into the project area.
. . To avoid disturbance to GuSG during lekking and brood
. Biological . . A . S
Construction RESOUICES rearing seasons, construction activities will not occur within
GuSG-occupied habitat between March 1 and June 30.
Biological The seasonal restrictions recommended by Colorado Parks
Construction g and Wildlife (CPW) and outlined in CPW'’s Raptor Buffer
Resources L )
Guidelines will be followed.
Helicopter flights will be prohibited from March 1 through
Biological August 31 to avoid Mexican Spotted Owl (MSO) breeding
Construction Resm?rces and nesting season. Construction in potential MSO habitat

(as defined by Forest Service in Figure 4-1) will be avoided
in MSO habitat from March 1 through August 31.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA
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Proposed Project Affected

Phase RESOUTCES Applicant-Committed Measures and BMPs

All transmission line structures installed through GuSG-
occupied habitat as part of the proposed project will be new
and outfitted with raptor perching deterrents; additionally,
lines through GuSG-occupied habitat will be marked to
avoid avian collision impacts. The transmission lines will be
constructed in accordance with recommendations and
standards outlined in the Avian Power Line Interaction
Committee’s Suggested Practices for Avian Protection On
Power Lines: The State of the Art in 2006 and Reducing
Avian Collisions with Power Lines: The State of the Art in
2012.

Biological

Construction
Resources

Cultural If any inadvertent discoveries are located during
Construction construction, the BLM cultural resources staff will be
Resources e X . .
notified in accordance with applicable guidance and law.

Proper and properly maintained safety equipment, including
Construction Noise mufflers, dampeners, covers, and vibration isolators, will be
used.

Every effort will be made to avoid disturbing or altering
fences. Gates will be used when possible and will be closed
immediately after passing through them. If a fence must be
crossed, it will be let down or cut (as determined by the
Range grazing lessee or owner/operator), crossed, and immediately
Management put back up. The wires will be stretched to the original
tension from the nearest brace or gate panel. Any and all
facilities damaged, destroyed, or removed in connection
with construction will be immediately restored to original
condition or replaced with a similar facility.

Construction

All BMPs will be inspected and maintained on site as

Soils, Biological | required. Sediment control logs, brush barriers, and rock
Resources logs used during construction will be maintained in place as
needed until vegetation is established to the required density.

Maintenance

The construction activities associated with the Proposed Action would be phased to limit the amount of
disturbed area that is exposed at any given time. Implementation of BMPs would be coordinated with the
various stages of construction. BMPs that control erosion and sediment transport from initial site
activities would be installed prior to earth disturbing activities. As work progresses and additional areas
are disturbed, BMPs that control erosion and sediment transport would be implemented prior to the start
of earth disturbing activities in those areas.

Permanent or temporary soil erosion control measures for all slopes, channels, ditches, disturbed land
area, and soil stockpiles would be implemented as soon as practicable after final grading or the final earth
disturbance has been completed. When it is not possible to permanently stabilize a disturbed area after an
earth disturbance has been completed or where significant earth disturbance activity temporarily ceases,
temporary erosion control measures would be implemented as soon as practicable.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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Wind erosion and dust control would be necessary when wind has the potential of transporting soil off
site. Wind erosion control BMPs would consist of surface roughening and may include applying water
and/or other dust palliatives as necessary to prevent or alleviate erosion by the forces of wind. Covering
of small stockpiles or areas would be an alternative to applying water or other dust palliatives. If needed,
a soil tackifier could be applied to control wind erosion. Disturbed areas would be inspected for obvious
signs of wind erosion and BMPs implemented, if needed. Areas with wind erosion controls in place
should be inspected for structural integrity and coverage, and repaired or replaced as appropriate.

Upon completion of earth disturbing activities, the transmission line access routes and staging area
disturbances would be restored with vegetation in areas that currently have vegetation according to the
BMPs in Table 2-4. Current maintenance access roads would be revegetated if the disturbance is outside
the existing barren drive surface.

2.1.1.3 Maintenance Activities

The transmission lines would be patrolled on regular basis (e.g. monthly) by an Xcel employee or
contractor in a pickup truck, four-wheeler, or snow cat, or on foot, depending on access. The inspector
would observe the line and each structure to identify and correct any damage or mark it for future repair.
Most access would be along the transmission line ROW, but access may be across public or private land
to minimize disturbance. Access outside the transmission line ROWs would occur only following explicit
landowner approval.

The transmission lines would generally be inspected during daylight hours. The transmission line ROWSs
would be cleared of brush and trees, as needed, every 5 to 15 years to maintain required ground-to-
conductor clearance requirements and provide a fire break to protect the line in the event of a wildfire.
Access for inspections would typically be via improved roads; however, the inspections could also occur
via the existing two-track road within the ROWSs. All inspectors would carry spill cleanup Kits and fire
suppression tools in their vehicles while inspecting the lines.

Under the Proposed Action, vegetation would be managed to maintain reliable line operations. Vegetation
management following construction would be consistent with current practices in terms of both duration
and intensity. Trees are the primary vegetation that would require regular clearing, as they can create
mechanical (tree falling on line or structure) or electrical (tree falling on line or close to line creating a
short to the earth) outages. Once each year, all lines would be visually inspected for line and structure
integrity as well as vegetation encroachment. Trees that are seen as a hazard would be scheduled for
pruning or removal.

Brush cutting would typically be performed during line refurbishment or line rebuild, not as part of
regularly scheduled maintenance. The purpose of vegetation management would be to prevent
interference with the line reliability, and therefore, brush would not be considered for removal unless it is
taller than at least 6 feet. Access roads would be kept clear of large vegetation to allow for annual line
inspections, outage investigations, and repairs. Growth of shrubs on the access roads would usually be
sufficiently suppressed by normal, repeated vehicle travel along the post construction two-track access
roads, and brush or tree cutting along the access roads would not generally be required.

No vegetation would be allowed to grow within an electric substation. Within 10 feet outside a substation
fence, only grasses and forbes would be allowed to grow. Trees, but not brush, are maintained outside the
substation fence to minimize the potential of a tree falling into the substation.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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No new permanent jobs would be lost or gained as a result of the Proposed Action. The projected life
span of the Proposed Action, consisting of the new conductors, insulators, shield wires, and pole
structures, would be 50 years.

2.1.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Transmission Lines

Alternative B would be to bury portions of the transmission lines. This alternative would include the same
proposed transmission line route activities as described under the Proposed Action; however, under
Alternative B, up to 6.2 miles of Transmission Line 9811 and up to 6.7 miles of Transmission Line 6905
would be buried where the transmission line ROWSs overlap with designated occupied Gunnison sage-
grouse (GuSG) habitat, shown in Figure 2-6. This alternative is being evaluated in response to scoping
comments received from CPW, Saguache County and the Poncha Pass Gunnison Sage-grouse Local
Working Group.

Xcel has not developed design specifications for this alternative. In lieu of design specifications, cable
ampacity calculation (CYMCAP) software was utilized to calculate the ampacity and temperature rise of
power cable installations in order to generate the most likely and recommended design for burying the
projects’ powerlines. The results of the calculations indicate that Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905
would each have to be buried in separate trenches located approximately 15 feet apart from each other in
a single ROW (HDR 2014).

The separate trenches for Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 would located within a single ROW for
approximately 6.7 miles, primarily on BLM-administered land. The ROW would be located within an
area bounded by 15 feet from the west side of the US 285 shoulder (in accordance with Colorado
Department of Transportation Utility Accommodation Code, 2 C.C.R 601-18) and the western boundary
of the current ROW for Transmission Line 9811. After resource specific surveys and construction design,
a 100-foot-wide ROW would be defined within this area that would reduce impacts on biological and
cultural resources to the maximum practicable extent.

To bury the transmission lines, the two individual trenches would be excavated through the designated
occupied GuSG habitat. The trenches would each be approximately 4 feet wide by 5 feet deep, and would
be widened to approximately 9 feet wide by 12 feet deep at regular intervals to accommodate large
concrete vaults. Top soil would be salvaged for reuse to the maximum extent feasible. Figure 2-7 shows
the typical construction of a trench for a buried transmission line, with a vault in the foreground.

A conduit rack and six conduits for each transmission line would be placed in the bottom 2 feet of each
trench, which would then be encased in concrete to keep the lines safe and cool following placement. A
total of approximately 21,000 cubic yards of concrete would be needed to fill the bottom 2 feet of the 4-ft
wide trenches through occupied GuSG habitat. This concrete would either be trucked in, most likely from
Salida, or mixed in batches on site. If trucked in, approximately 2,600 truck deliveries of the concrete
would be needed. If mixed on site, the cement, aggregate, and approximately 800,000 gallons of water
would be brought on site during the construction process and mixed in a portable batch plant. The batch
plant would require a 2- to 3-acre site. Stormwater and air quality BMPs would be implemented for the
construction and operation of the batch plant.

To provide access to the conduit and transmission lines, concrete vaults (20 feet long, 7 feet wide, and
8 feet high) would be installed approximately every 1,500 to 2,000 feet along the buried transmission
lines. Approximately 21 vaults would be required per line. Each vault would be buried approximately 2 to
3 feet deep and would be accessed via a manhole. The vaults would provide access to the conduit and
transmission lines for maintenance and repair work. Once the vaults and conduits are in place, a lead line
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would be blown into the conduit, which would facilitate the pulling of the conductor into the conduit.
This process would be repeated between each vault and for each line.

Following placement of the concrete and vaults in each trench, the remaining portion of the trenches
would be backfilled and revegetated with grasses, according to the BMPs for revegetation in Table 2-4.
The soils that would be displaced by concrete encasement would be disposed of off-site at a location
specified by BLM. Construction would require a 100-foot-wide ROW to accommodate trenching,
equipment operation, equipment access routes, and spoil piles. It is assumed that clearing of vegetation, as
well as large areas of compaction and grading, would occur in the 100-foot-wide area within the ROW.
Specifically under this alternative, up to 78 acres of vegetation would be cleared and topsoil removed
within designated GuSG-occupied habitat and 10 linear surface acres would be excavated

At either side of each buried transmission line trench, transition structures would be constructed where the
underground cables connect to overhead transmission. The transition structures would likely be steel
monopoles with concrete caisson foundations, and would require a minor amount of additional clearing
and grading.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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Figure 2-6. Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Transmission Lines
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Figure 2-7. Construction of a Buried Transmission Line Trench

The underground transmission lines would be inspected on a semi-annual basis. Damage to the buried
lines would be repaired via the permanent concrete vaults. However, repair work would likely take longer
to execute, likely several days to weeks, due to the difficulties associated with pinpointing line faults
underground. Vegetation management for buried lines is not part of a regularly scheduled activity. Access
needs to be maintained along the line for yearly line inspection but this is typically achieved by repeated
vehicle access along the post construction two-track access road, and brush or tree cutting is not required.
Since the line is buried, outages due to vegetation are not a concern.

2.1.3  Alternative C: No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the BLM and Forest Service would not authorize the proposed rebuild
of the transmission lines under FLPMA, and the existing transmission lines and their associated ROWs
would remain in place. Regular maintenance of the lines would continue in accordance with Xcel’s
standards and procedures. The 13 dual wooden pole structures on Transmission Line 9811 which are
currently violating FERC’s surface-to-ground clearance regulations would be removed and replaced as
part of emergency maintenance.

Over time, the frequency of patrol observation of the transmission lines and the amount of required
emergency repair work would be anticipated to gradually increase because the structures would continue
to deteriorate with age, resulting in reduced structural integrity. Minor repairs, such as a brace or cross
arm replacement, could prompt entire pole replacement due to the weakened condition of the poles.

Implementation of the No Action Alternative would not meet the proponent’s goals and objectives to
increase electric service reliability, rebuild the aging infrastructure of the existing transmission lines, and
comply with regulations promulgated by FERC, the North American Electric Reliability Corporation, and
the Colorado Public Utilities Commission.

2.2 Alternatives Considered but not Analyzed in Detail

During the scoping phase of this EA, several alternatives were suggested that have been considered by the
BLM and its cooperating agencies, but ultimately not analyzed in detail in this EA as viable alternatives.
Viable alternatives should meet the Purpose and Need of the authorizing agencies and fall within the
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decision space of a ROW Grant Authorization, which allows the BLM and Forest Service to respectively
authorize a ROW Grant, authorize a ROW Grant with modifications, or deny a ROW Grant. Several
alternatives suggested during the scoping phase of this EA do not fit within the scope of the BLM’s and
the Forest Service’s decision-making authority for this action, and are thus considered outside the scope
of this EA. These alternatives are the following:

Co-Locating Transmission Lines in a Single ROW. This alternative would involve co-location
of the existing transmission lines where the lines are parallel, especially over Poncha Pass, and
reconstructing them within a single ROW. The option of constructing a double circuit set of
structures which would hold both transmission lines on that same set of structures is considered a
safety and reliability risk. If one of the structures were to fail, it would take both lines out of
service. It is Xcel Energy’s policy to avoid this risk. Therefore, to co-locate the transmission lines
within a single ROW would require construction of multiple structures parallel to one another. To
meet safety and spacing requirements of spacing transmission lines far enough apart to avoid a
structure failure (taking out the parallel transmission line), a single ROW that is much wider than
any of the current individual ROWs would be required. However, expansion of the ROW to
accommodate a second transmission line would be considered new construction, and is
considered outside of the scope of this EA. Therefore, this alternative is not considered further in
this EA.

Extending the Transmission Lines to New Areas. This alternative would involve construction of
additional transmission lines to new geographic areas, such as Antonito, Colorado. This
alternative is not considered in this EA because new construction is outside the scope of the EA.
Conejos County and the town of Antonito are not within the project area; however, any indirect
impacts that the proposed project or its alternatives may have on Conejos County are analyzed
within this EA.

Adding Energy Storage Capacity at Substations. This alternative would involve expanding the
energy storage capacity at the existing substations along the transmission line routes. The
substations used by Xcel within the project area function by taking the high voltage transmission
energy and reducing it to a safe voltage for the local distribution system. Energy storage is used at
some renewable generation facilities. However, there is no need or practicable use for storage at a
substation associated with the proposed project’s transmission lines because they do not have the
capability of exporting energy from the project area. Therefore, this alternative is not considered
further in this EA.

Constructing New Renewable Energy Sources. This alternative would involve construction of
different energy generation technologies, such as solar and hydropower. It is not considered
further because construction of new generation sources is outside the scope of this EA.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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Chapter 3 — Affected Environment and Environmental
Consequences

3.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the natural and human environmental resources that could be affected by the
Proposed Action. In addition, it presents comparative analyses of the direct, indirect, and cumulative
effects on the affected environment stemming from the implementation of the actions under the Proposed
Action and other alternatives analyzed.

3.1.1 Interdisciplinary Team Review

The natural and human environmental resources that could be affected by the Proposed Action and other
alternatives analyzed are identified in Table 3-1. Those resources identified in the table as impacted or
potentially impacted are analyzed in the sections that follow. If resource areas were not considered in the
EA, ajustification is provided in the table.

Table 3-1. Resource Areas Considered in EA

EA Analysis e
Resource Completed? Justification

Physical Resources
Physiography, or physical geography, is a broad study of the
physical patterns and processes of a region, including geology,
climatology, and large-scale biological processes.
Physiographically, the SLV is described as a high mountain

. desert valley measuring about 125 miles long and 65 miles wide,
Physiography No

located between the Sangre de Cristo Mountains to the east and
the San Juan Mountains to the west. Most of the SLV is relatively
flat, at an elevation of about 7,500 feet above sea level. The
Proposed Action or its alternatives would not impact any
physiographic features or processes of the area.

There are no unique geologic features, minerals, or oil and gas
resources in the project area that would be impacted by the

No Proposed Action or its alternatives. Likewise, there are no risks
from geologic hazards, such as faulting or slope instability, that
would affect the Proposed Action or its alternatives.

Geology/
Minerals

The transmission line alignments considered under the Proposed
Paleontology No Action and Alternative B would not cross any areas with a high
potential for fossil yield, as indicated by BLM data.

Construction associated with the Proposed Action or Alternative

Soils Yes B would disturb soils along the transmission line routes.
Several small tributaries for the Rio Grande and Arkansas River
Surface Water Yes are within the ROWs and would be crossed by the transmission
lines.
The SLV has extensive unconfined and confined aquifer systems
Groundwater Yes and a high water table that is used for agriculture and drinking
water in the region, which could potentially be impacted by the
Proposed Action or Alternative B.
DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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EA Analysis e -
Resource Completed? Justification
Wild and Scenic No wild or scenic rivers exist within or directly adjacent to the
. No
Rivers ROWs.
Air Quality/ Alternatives A and B would result in air quality emissions from
. Yes . . L
Climate the proposed construction and maintenance activities.

Biological Resources

Impacts would occur from transmission line rebuilding activities,
access route and staging area construction, and vehicular traffic.
Vegetation Yes Disturbance would include vegetation clearing and crushing of
shrub and herbaceous vegetation from vehicles, equipment, and
pole placement.

Existing seed and plant parts of noxious weeds and other invasive
species could be spread during construction or could be carried

Invasive Plants Yes into the project area on construction equipment and delivered to
newly disturbed soils.
Wetlands and Yes Several small, primarily palustrine emergent wetlands occur
Riparian Areas within the ROWs,
Impacts on wildlife could include habitat fragmentation and
_— animal displacement. Big game animals could potentially be
Wildlife Yes . .
displaced from seasonal ranges crossed by the project
alternatives.
Construction during the nesting season could result in the direct,
Migratory Birds Yes inadvertent loss of nests of ground-nesting birds or direct

displacement of individual birds in and adjacent to the ROWSs
from increased noise levels and human presence.

Direct impacts could include disturbance and habitat

. fragmentation. Impacts also could include mortalities of less
Special Status

. Yes mobile species, nest abandonment, and loss of eggs or young as a
Species . . . A
result of increased predation or crushing from vehicles and
equipment.
Heritage Resources and the Human Environment
Cultural Yes Proposed construction activities could result in both direct and
Resources indirect impacts on archaeological and historic resources.

No issues or concerns particular to Native Americans were
identified during project scoping or consultation. Additionally, no
Traditional Cultural Properties were identified in the Section 106
Class Il Inventory completed for the Proposed Action. Federal

Native American No procedures outlined in the Native American Graves Protection

Concerns and Reparation Act would be followed should any inadvertent
discoveries of human remains, sacred sites, sacred objects,
funerary objects, or objects of cultural patrimony be made on
federal lands during proposed project-related activities.

. There would be potential impacts associated with the Proposed

Visual . . .

Yes Action on visually sensitive areas such as travel routes, parks,

Resources . : . . .
cemeteries, and residential areas due to increased structure size.

DOI-BLM-C0O-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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Resource

EA Analysis
Completed?

Justification

Noise

Yes

Proposed construction activities would increase the ambient noise
level in the surrounding areas.

Socioeconomics

No

No long-term jobs would be generated by the proposed project.
Qualified Xcel crews in Colorado would work on construction of
the proposed project. In some cases, additional contractors could
be hired to perform some of the work. The contractors Xcel
allows to bid on its projects must have clear safety backgrounds
and meet company standards for hiring practices before being
placed under contract. Local landowners in some specific areas
would be contacted to see if they would allow Xcel to rent their
property for temporary storage of poles and equipment (including
wire and other materials that would need to be secured) in storage
trailers. The Proposed Action or its alternatives would have
negligible impacts on socioeconomics in the area.

Environmental
Justice

No

Executive Order 12898, Federal Actions To Address
Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low-Income
Populations, requires all federal agencies to identify and address
disproportionately high and adverse human health or
environmental effects of their programs and policies on
minorities and low-income populations and communities.
Although the project area has elevated levels of both minority
and low-income populations relative to the State of Colorado,
neither the Proposed Action nor its alternatives are anticipated to
disproportionately impact these populations due to the minimal
changes to the physical and human environment anticipated to
result from project implementation.

Woastes
(Hazardous or
Solid)

No

Construction activities associated with the Proposed Action or
Alternative B would generate construction debris waste, which
would require proper disposal. Recycling and/or reuse of all
discarded materials would be encouraged whenever possible. Any
non-hazardous construction debris or other solid waste that could not
be reused or recycled is anticipated to be disposed of by a contractor
at a landfill. If portable restrooms were brought on site for employee
use during the construction period, they would be provided by a
private contractor. Therefore, the impact of waste generated from
the proposed project would be negligible and is not analyzed
further in this EA.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA
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Resource

EA Analysis
Completed?

Justification

Fire/ Law
Enforcement/
Public Health
and Safety

No

No new or additional fire or law enforcement resources would be
needed to support the Proposed Action or Alternative B.

A concern regarding exposure to electric and magnetic fields
(EMF) from the transmission lines was noted during scoping.
Power-frequency EMF (that is, EMF emitted from the Xcel
transmission lines discussed in this EA) is extremely low
frequency at 60 hertz, which carries very little energy, has no
ionizing effects, and usually has no thermal effects (NIEHS
2002).

Transmission Line 9811 has one occupied structure within the
ROW; Transmission Line 6905 has seven occupied structures
within the ROW; and, Transmission Line 6920 as one occupied
structure within the proposed wider ROW. The estimated EMF
strength at the centerline of a 115-kV line is 30 milligauss (mG)
and diminishes to 6.5 mG at the edge of a standard ROW and
continues to rapidly diminish beyond the respective ROWs (NIH
2002).

There are currently no federal or state guidelines or regulations
pertaining to the exposure of EMF and transmission lines.
However, the International Radiation Protection Association and
World Health Organization recommend exposure limits of up to
830 mG for magnetic fields. As a point of reference, the magnetic
field produced by household appliances can range from 750 mG
for a microwave to 60 mG for a hair dryer measured at a distance
of 1.2 feet from the source (SDGE undated). The consensus of
scientific panels reviewing research into long-term exposure to
EMF fields is that the evidence does not support a cause and
effect relationship between EMF and any adverse health
outcomes (National Research Council 1997, NIH 2002 and WHO
2007). Adverse health effects to workers and members of the
general public from exposure to EMF are not anticipated as a
result of upgrading Transmission Lines 6905 and 6920 from 69
kV to 115 kV or operating the three rebuilt lines in perpetuity.
Overall impacts of EMF to public and environmental health from
the proposed project are considered negligible.

Land Resources

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA
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Resource Iéﬁﬂ'?g:gg;'; Justification
Recreation activities occur within and adjacent to the
transmission line ROWSs in the project area, including hunting,
bicycling, off-highway vehicle (OHV) use, horseback riding, and
hiking. Known hiking trails in the area include Rainbow Trail,
which intersects Transmission Line 9811 on Forest Service land
north of Poncha Pass, and Soda Spring Gulch Trail, adjacent to
Transmission Line 6920 on BLM lands. There are no designated
. camping areas within the project area and no historical sites
Recreation No . . . AR
drawing tourists. The proposed rebuild of the transmission lines
would primarily use existing ROWSs and access roads.
Construction and maintenance associated with the Proposed
Action or Alternative B are not anticipated to have any direct
impact on recreational opportunities and recreational
infrastructure in the project area. However, any indirect impacts
on recreation experience caused by noise or visual impacts are
discussed under those respective sections in this EA.
Fa_r miands Soils that are characterized as prime farmlands are found within
Prime and Yes .
. the project area.
Unique
Lands and Xcel is apply.ing.for amendmepts to the FLPMA ROW Grants it
Yes holds. Potential impacts resulting from amended ROW Grants are
Realty .
analyzed in the EA.
Wilderness,
Wilderness
Study Areas, No designated wilderness, Wilderness Study Areas, or Areas of
and Areas of No - ; : .
Critical Critical Environmental Concern occur in or near the project area.
Environmental
Concern
Wilderness No No areas with wilderness characteristics are found in or near the
Characteristics project area.
Range Yes The transmission line routes analyzed under the Proposed Action
Management and its alternatives cross numerous grazing allotments.
Forest No No timber resources occur in or near the project area.
Management
Under U.S.C. Title 43, BLM is required to perform cadastral
surveys on federal interests in order to define boundaries and
Cadastral subdivis_ions of public lands. Ur_1der the Prqposed Action or
Survey No Alternative B, BLM would retain ownership of the lands it

currently administers, and subdivision of public land is not
necessary. Therefore, no cadastral surveys are required for the
proposed project.
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EA Analysis e -
Resource Completed? Justification
To maintain and rebuild the three transmission lines described
. under the Proposed Action and Alternative B, Xcel workers
Transportation/ Id | q he existi ision li q
Access Yes would travel to and access the existing transmission lines an
ROWSs. Therefore, potential impacts on transportation systems
and access could occur.

3.2

3.21 Soils

Physical Resources

3.2.1.1 Affected Environment

The primary soil units underlying the project area were determined using soil mapping (NRCS 2014). No
site specific soil surveys were conducted in support of this assessment. Table 3-2 summarizes the
physical properties of the soil units crossed by Transmission Lines 9811, 6905 and 6920. The soils in the
project area are generally characterized as poorly- to well-drained with most of the soils having a slight
erosion hazard. A few of the soil types found in the more mountainous terrain have a moderate to very
high erosion hazard. The soils in the project area are a mixture of prime farmland if irrigated, not prime
farmland, and farmland of unique importance.

Table 3-2. Soil Units Crossed by the Proposed Action

Transmission | Soil Name Landform Drainage Prime Erosion
Line Unit Class Farmland Potential
Acasco clay | Terraces and Poor] Not prime
9811, 6905 1 loam, 0 to fans on valley rly P Slight
drained farmland
1% slope floors
Prime
Alamosa clay | Valley floors Poor] {frrim;?:(?;; q
9811 2 loam, 0 to and fans on oy ga Slight
. drained reclaimed of
1% slope floodplain
excess salt
and sodium
Prime
Alamosa clay | Valley floors far_mland it
. Poorly irrigated and .
9811 3 loam, saline, | and fans on . . Slight
. drained reclaimed of
0 to 1% slope | floodplain
excess salt
and sodium
Valley floor .
6905 4 Arena loam, fans and Poquy Not prime Slight
0 to 1% slope . drained farmland
floodplains
DOI-BLM-C0O-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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Transmission | Soil Name Landform Drainage Prime Erosion
Line Unit Class Farmland Potential
. Valley floor
Biedell clay . .
9811 5 loam. 0 to relict lakebeds Poquy Not prime Slight
and drained farmland
1% slope q .
epressions
. Valley floors
Big Blue clay .
9811,6905 |6  |loam,0to | 2ndstream 7 Poorly Notprime | gjiont
terraces on drained farmland
3% slopes .
floodplains
Big Blue- Stream
Gerrard terraces and Poorly Not prime .
6905, 6920 ! complex, 0 to | floodplains on | drained farmland Slight
3% slopes valley floors
Bushvalley
6920 9 cobbly loam, | Mountain Well Not prime i\él(i;j;rate
3 t0 45% slopes, ridges | drained farmland Hiah y
slopes g
Bushvalley-
Gelkie-Rock . . Moderate
9811, 6905 10 outcrop Mountain We_II Not prime to Very
slopes drained farmland .
complex, 3 to High
65% slopes
Commodore-
Rock outcrop .
6920 13 complex, 40 | Mountains We_II Not prime Very High
drained farmland
to 65%
slopes
Elg:)legr_ Terraces, fans, | Moderately Not prime
9811 14 P and chancel on | well P Slight
complex, 0 to valley floors drained farmland
15% slopes y
Costilla
gravelly Terraces and Somewhat Not prime
9811 15 loamy sand, | fanson valley | excessively farmFI)an q Slight
0to 3% floors drained
slopes
Crestvale Valley floor Somewhat Not prime
6905 17 loam, O to terraces and poorly P Slight
. farmland
1% slope fans drained
Decross .
9811, 6905 19 Loam, 1 to Terrace§, fans, We_II Not prime Moderate
valley sides drained farmland
15% slopes
Garita
9811,6005 |25 | gravelly Fans well Notprime |\ erate
loam, 3 to drained farmland
25% slopes
DOI-BLM-C0O-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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Transmission | Soil Name Landform Drainage Prime Erosion
Line Unit Class Farmland Potential
Gorita- Terraces and
9811, 6905 |26 | Hlatoro fans on valley | e/ Notprime | g)i0nt
complex, 1 to drained farmland
floors
9% slopes
Gelkie Loam, | Toes, .
9811 27 3 to 25% mountain We_II Not prime Moderate
drained farmland
slopes slopes
Gr;a%ﬁlo"gtan q Terraces and Well Farmland of
9811 29 g y fans on valley . unigue Slight
loam, O to drained .
floors importance
3% slopes
Poorly
30, I(il;nmbar;:rll q ?é?rl;igl?:gs drained to Farmland of
9811, 6905 Gn, y ’ ’ ' | somewhat | unique Slight
0to 3% and .
Gu . poorly importance
slopes floodplains .
drained
Gunbarrel Valley floor Poquy
drained to .
31, loamy sand, terraces, fans, Not prime .
6905 . somewhat Slight
Gs saline, 0 to and poorly farmland
0 .
1% slope floodplains drained
Hagga loam, .
6905 32 dry, 0 to 1% Valley f[oor Poquy Not prime Slight
floodplains drained farmland
slope
Hapney clay | Valley floor Moderately Not prime .
9811, 6905 33 loam, 0 to fans and well Slight
. farmland
1% slope terraces drained
Hooper Valley floor Moderately Not prime
9811, 6905 35 loamy sand, | fans and well farmrl)an q Slight
0 to 1% slope | floodplains drained
Hooper clay | Valley floor Moderately .
9811 36 loam, 0 to fans and well g?;ﬁ;'nrge Slight
1% slope floodplains drained
Jodero-Lolo,
9811, 6905, 40 wet complex, | Drainageways, | Well Not prime Sliaht
6920 0 to 6% stream terraces | drained farmland g
slopes
Kerber sandy | Valley floor Somewhat Not prime
9811, 6905 41 loam, 0 to fans and poorly farmrl)an q Slight
1% slope floodplains drained
Laney loam, | Valley floor Well Not prime
9811,6905 |42 | 0to3% fans and ) P Slight
. drained farmland
slopes floodplains
Luhon loam, Valley floors | Well Prime
9811 43 0to 3% y . farmland if Moderate
and fans drained -~
slopes irrigated
DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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Transmission | Soil Name Landform Drainage Prime Erosion
Line Unit Class Farmland Potential
Luhon loam, Fans. valle Well Prime
9811 44 | 3t06% ans, vatley : farmland if | Moderate
sides drained L
slopes irrigated
:\élacnew In?&(nd Fans on valle Moderately | Prime
6905 45 y sand, Y | well farmland if | Slight
0to 3% floors - o
drained irrigated
slopes
Monte loam, | Valley floor Well Prime
9811 48 0to 3% fans and . farmland if Moderate
. drained -
slopes floodplains irrigated
Morval clay .
6905 49 loam, 3 to F_ans, valley We_II Not prime Moderate
sides drained farmland
6% slopes
50 Mosca loamy | Valley floor Well Farmland of
9811, 6905 ’ sand, 0 to 3% | fans and . unique Moderate
Mo . drained .
slopes floodplains importance
Platoro loam, | Valley floor Prime
9811, 6905, 55 0to 3% fans and We_II farmland if Slight
6920 . drained -
slopes floodplains irrigated
Platoro
Valley floor .
cobbly loam, Well Not prime
9811, 6905 56 310 9% fans and drained farmland Moderate
terraces
slopes
Rock River
9811, 6905 58 gravelly F_ans, valley We_II Not prime Moderate
loam, 3 to sides drained farmland
15% slopes
63 San Luis Valley floor Somewhat Not prime
9811, 6905 Se, sandy loam, | fansand poorly farmFI)an q Slight
0 to 1% slope | floodplains drained
San Luis Valley floor Moderately | Farmland of
64, sandy loam, . .
9811 . fans and well unique Slight
Sf drained, 0 to . . ]
floodplains drained importance
1% slope
Seitz very
stony loam, Mountainsides, | Well Not prime Moderate
9811, 6920 67 . . to Very
warm, 15to | ridges drained farmland Hiah
65% slopes g
Sessions .
9811 68 loam, 9 to Fans We_II Not prime Moderate
drained farmland
35% slopes
Shawa loam, Zﬁgss’tfé;enaqms’ Moderately | Prime
9811, 6905 69 0to 4% well farmland if Slight
terraces on . L
slopes drained irrigated
valley floors
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Transmission | Soil Name Landform Drainage Prime Erosion
Line Unit Class Farmland Potential
Prime
farmland if
Vastine loam, | Valley floor Poorly irrigated and .
%811 & 0 to 1% slope | floodplains drained reclaimed of Slight
excess salt
and sodium
Vastine loam, .
0811 80 |alkali0to | valleyfloor | Poorly Notprime | g)i0ny
floodplains drained farmland
1% slope
Adilis Loam, Stream Moderately Not prime
9811, 6905 AdC | 1to5% well P Slight
terraces . farmland
slopes drained
Chaffe Loam, . .
9811,6905 | ChB | 1to3% Floodplain Poorly Notprime | gjiont
steps drained farmland
slopes
Dunul cobbly Excessivel Farmland of
9811 Dn sandy loam, | Alluvial fans X unigue Slight
y drained .
0 to 1% slope importance
Dominson
gravelly . Somewhat .
9811, 6905 DoD | sandy loam, Alluvial fans, excessively Not prime Moderate
fan terraces . farmland
1t0 9% drained
slopes
Manhattan
sandy loam, | Alluvial fans, | Well Not prime .
9811, 6905 MaB 1t03% fan terraces drained farmland Slight
slopes
Manhattan
sandy loam, | Alluvial fans, | Well Not prime
9811, 6905 MaDb 310 9% fan terraces drained farmland Moderate
slopes
McGinty . Moderately .
6905 Mc sandy loam, 5;?;; dpflﬁ; gfson well g(r)lj[nrl):nrge Slight
0 to 1% slope y drained
Mosca loamy . Farmland of
9811 Ms sand, wet, 0 Alluvial -fans, Poquy unique Slight
floodplains drained .
to 1% slope importance
Nr(;:;[g“ Gravell Moderately | Farmland of
9811 No g Y ey well unique Slight
sandy loam, | alluvium drained importance
0 to 1% slope P
Qr:?/r:I(I)m Moderately | Farmland of
9811 Qa g Y Alluvial fans well unique Slight
sandy loam, drained importance
0 to 1% slope P
DOI-BLM-C0O-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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Transmission | Soil Name Landform Drainage Prime Erosion
Line Unit Class Farmland Potential
Rockland, 15 .
9811 ReF | to 60% Rock N/A Notprime | y1oderate
pediments farmland
slopes
Rough Not prime .
9811, 6905 Ru broken land Fan terraces N/A farmland High
San Arcacio Alluvial fans Moderately | Prime
9811 Sa sandy loam, floodblains " well farmland if Slight
0 to 1% slope P drained irrigated
St Elmo
gravelly .
9811, 6905 SeF | sandy loam, | Fan terraces We_II Not prime Slight
drained farmland
310 9%
slopes
Shrine clay Alluvial fans Well Not prime
9811,6905 | SuD | loam, 3 to ! : p High
stream terraces | drained farmland
9% slopes

Source: NRCS 2014
3.2.1.2 Environmental Effects

3.2.1.2.1  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Impacts on soils due to the construction of Alternative A would be anticipated to be short-term, lasting for
the duration of construction and reclamation, and limited in scope, as the three transmission lines would
be rebuilt within previously disturbed, existing ROWSs. The three ROW corridors would encompass a
total of approximately 1,529 acres of land. For the purpose of this analysis, it is assumed that compaction,
clearing and grading activities would result in disturbance of approximately 150 acres of soils. The
primary effects during construction would result from soil compaction, disturbance, and erosion.
Compaction of soils would disturb and modify the soil structure. Soil productivity, which is the capacity
of the soil to produce vegetative biomass, would decline in disturbed areas and would be eliminated
within the footprints of the structures. Loss of soil structure due to compaction from foot and vehicle
traffic could change drainage patterns, but could be minimized by soil decompaction methods such as
aeration. Soil erosion would be a factor for soils that are found on slopes of greater than three percent
throughout the project area. During construction, clearing and grading would leave soils exposed until
they are revegetated according to the BMPs in Table 2-4, which would lead to an increase in erosion
potential. After proposed project construction and reclamation activities are completed, negligible, direct,
long-term soil loss would occur from structure placement.

Pentachlorophenol used to treat the pole structures could leach into surrounding soil. Contamination of
subsurface soil found in the vicinity of the poles could result from the downward movement of
pentachlorophenol within the pole, with subsequent leaching from the bottom part of the pole to the soil
surface or to the subsoil (USEPA 2008). Mean levels of pentachlorophenol generally are not measurably
elevated at distances greater than 8 inches from a treated pole; therefore, the potential for
pentachlorophenol-treated wood to contaminate groundwater or surrounding resources would be
considered to be negligible in the long term (Brooks 1998).

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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BLM Lands

On BLM-administered lands, construction of Transmission Lines 9811, 6905, and 6920 has the potential
to impact up to 45 acres, resulting in minor, short-term disturbance to soils during construction. The
general short-term effects to soils from construction activities would be the same as those described
above. Negligible, direct, long-term soil loss would occur from structure placement.

Forest Service Lands

On Forest Service lands, construction of Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 has the potential to impact
approximately 4 acres, resulting in minor, short-term disturbance to soils during construction. The general
short-term effects to soils from construction activities would be the same as those described above.
Negligible, direct, long-term soil loss would occur from structure placement.

State Lands

On state lands, construction of Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 has the potential to impact
approximately 13 acres, resulting in minor, short-term disturbance to soils during construction. The
general short-term effects to soils from construction activities would be the same as those described
above. Negligible, direct, long-term soil loss would occur from structure placement.

Private Lands

On private lands, construction of Transmission Lines 9811, 6905, and 6920 has the potential to impact up
to 100 acres, resulting in minor, short-term disturbance to soils during construction. The general short-
term effects to soils from construction activities would be the same as those described above. Negligible,
direct, long-term soil loss would occur from structure placement.

3.2.1.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

Burying the transmission lines under Alternative B would result in both short- and long-term disturbance
of soils. The impacts to soils crossed by the aboveground segments of the transmission lines would be the
same as described under Alternative A. However, the trenches for the buried lines would disturb
approximately 78 acres of soils and additional subsurface soils. This disturbance has the potential to result
in impacts to soils from excavation activities and loss of productivity in subsurface layers where concrete
is poured to accommodate both the trenches and vaults. Impacts to surface soils would be minimized by
removing the topsoil first and storing it for later use during site restoration following construction. Loss of
soil structure due to compaction from construction equipment would change localized drainage patterns,
but could also be minimized by soil decompaction methods such as aeration. During construction,
clearing and grading would leave soils exposed until they are revegetated, which would lead to an
increase in erosion potential. Overall impacts to soils on BLM-administered lands, and state and private
lands, where Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 would be buried would be localized and minor to
moderate in both the short- and long-term.

The impacts to the soils crossed by the aboveground portions of the transmission lines would be the same
as described under Alternative A.

3.2.1.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, soil compaction resulting in negligible impacts during maintenance and
emergency repair activities would continue along the existing ROW and access routes.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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3.2.2  Water Resources — Ground and Surface

Surface water resources generally consist of wetlands, lakes, rivers, and streams. Surface water is
important for its contributions to the economic, ecological, recreational, and human health of a
community or locale. Waters of the United States are defined under Section 404 of the Clean Water Act
(CWA), as amended, as (1) traditional navigable waters, (2) wetlands adjacent to navigable waters,
(3) nonnavigable tributaries of traditional navigable waters that are relatively permanent where the
tributaries typically flow perennially or have continuous flow at least seasonally (typically 3 months), and
(4) wetlands that directly abut such tributaries. Waters of the United States are regulated by the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE). Section
303(d) of the CWA requires that Colorado establish a list to identify impaired waters and establish Total
Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs) for the sources causing the impairment. A TMDL is the maximum
amount of a substance that can be assimilated by a water body without causing impairment. A water body
can be deemed impaired if water quality analyses conclude that exceedances of water quality standards,
established by the CWA, occur.

The CWA (33 U.S.C. Section 1251 et. seq., as amended) establishes Federal limits, through the National
Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) program, on the amounts of specific pollutants that can
be discharged into surface waters to restore and maintain the chemical, physical, and biological integrity
of the water. The NPDES program regulates the discharge of point (i.e., end of pipe) and nonpoint
sources (i.e., stormwater) of water pollution. In Colorado, the state authorizes permits through the
Colorado Discharge Permit System (CDPS) that regulates stormwater discharges from construction
activities, which are covered under the CDPS General Permit for Stormwater Discharges Associated with
Construction Activities. Under CDPS, construction site operators engaged in clearing, grading, and
excavating activities that disturb one acre or more are required to obtain coverage under the CDPS permit.
Construction that necessitates a stormwater permit also requires dischargers to control and eliminate
sources of pollutants in stormwater through a Stormwater Management Plan (SWMP).

In 2010, the USEPA issued a Final Rule for the CWA concerning technology-based Effluent Limitations
Guidelines and New Source Performance Standards for the Construction and Development point source
category. All NPDES storm water permits issued by the USEPA or states must incorporate requirements
established in the Final Rule. As of 1 February 2010, all new construction (or demolition) sites that
disturb 1 or more acres of land are required to meet the non-numeric effluent limitations and effective
erosion and sedimentation controls must be designed, installed, and maintained.

3.2.2.1 Affected Environment
Groundwater

The project area is within the northernmost region of the Rio Grande Aquifer System and is estimated to
contain over 2 billion acre-feet of groundwater storage, with more than 140 million acre-feet of
recoverable groundwater. Groundwater within the project area is primarily used for agriculture (97
percent); however, other uses include domestic, recreation, and mining (USFWS 2011a). The valley
aquifers have been intensively developed since the 1890°s into a large irrigation and well system (Emery
1980). Over 10,000 groundwater wells exist in the SLV, including more than 76 municipal wells.
Domestic water use in the SLV is primarily associated with groundwater (95 percent) taken from the
unconfined aquifer and shallow portions of the confined aquifer system. The Closed Basin Project also
uses groundwater in the valley to reduce evapotranspiration and convey water to the Rio Grande. To date,
it has supplied an annual average of 35,000 acre-feet (USFWS 2011a).

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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The thick basin fill-deposits of the SLV form a variety of separate aquifer systems that are generally
grouped into two major types of aquifers, a shallow, unconfined aquifer and a deep, confined aquifer
system. Distinction between these systems is not absolute; however, they are separated by an extensive
series of clay layers and volcanic rock. Combined, the valley fill can be up to 30,000 feet thick, with the
upper portion of the valley fill supplying most of the wells in the SLV. Recharge to the confined aquifer
system occurs on the fringes of the valley and discharge generally occurs in the center of the valley
(USGS 2002). Recharge in the confined aquifer primarily comes from precipitation in nearby mountains.
Groundwater flow in the unconfined aquifer runs from northeast to southwest. The unconfined aquifer is
recharged by infiltration from irrigation waters and precipitation, canal leakage, and mountain stream
seepage. Historically, depth to the unconfined aquifer was at 12 feet; however, due to extensive irrigation,
water levels have declined by up to 40 feet. Shallow and deep confined aquifers have also shown declines
over time (USFWS 2011a).

Water quality within the aquifers varies throughout SLV. The unconfined aquifer ranges from very good
along the edge of the valley to very poor in the sump area near San Luis Lake, northeast of Alamosa
(USFWS 2011a). Waters within the unconfined aquifer are generally lower quality than the confined
aquifer system, with total dissolved solids (TDS) ranging from 500 milligrams per liter (mg/L) on the
edges of the valley, over 3,000 mg/L at the center of the basin, and up to 35,000 mg/L in the northern
valley (USFWS 2011a). The confined aquifer system has lower TDS and nitrogen than waters in the
unconfined aquifer; however, below 2,500 to 3,000 feet, concentrations of TDS are over 3,000 mg/L,
reducing the potential use of groundwater past 3,000 feet. Bacteria, toxic metals, and nitrate have been
detected in private domestic drinking water wells and groundwater for agricultural purposes has been
found with higher concentrations of nitrate than the USEPA maximum concentration level. Additionally,
the salinity hazard in the unconfined aquifer is medium to very high. As a result, the San Luis Valley
Drinking Water Well Project was implemented to test drinking water and provide water treatment
techniques (USFWS 2011a).

Surface Water

The total watershed area of the SLV is approximately 5 million acres and includes over 7,000 miles of
stream channels and ditches. The majority of surface water in the valley consists of the San Luis and
Saguache creek watersheds, which are part of the greater Rio Grande Watershed, but drain into a Closed
Basin with no outlet drainage (USFWS 2011a; BLM 2013). The watershed north of the valley is
associated with the Arkansas River. Surface water throughout the project area has been altered through
road construction, irrigation and channeling programs associated with agricultural use, and public
consumption of surface water (BLM 2013).

Surface water within the project area primarily occurs in the San Luis (6,590 feet) and Saguache (1,016
feet) creek drainage basins and less intensively in the Arkansas River Watershed (409 feet) (BLM 2002).
Waterbodies within the project area associated with the San Luis Watershed include portions of Clover
Creek, San Luis Valley Irrigation Drain, Kelly Creek, Kerber Creek, and Alder Creek. Major Saguache
Watershed surface waters include portions of Saguache Creek, Ball Arroyo, North Branch Saguache
Creek, and Werner Arroyo. Waterbodies associated with the Arkansas River Watershed in the project area
are limited, but include portions of the South Arkansas River and Poncha Creek. The majority of all
surface water within the project area is associated with over 3,700 feet of the San Luis Valley Irrigation
Drain in Saguache and Alamosa counties. Surface waters crossed by the three transmission lines are
identified in Table 3-3.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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Table 3-3. Surface Waters Crossed by Transmission Line ROWs (Feet)

Watershed Drain_age Tra_nsmission Tra_nsmission Tra_nsmission Total
Basin Line 9811 Line 6905 Line 6920
Arkansas Arkansas
River Headwaters 242 167 i 409
Rio Grande San Luis 5,104 1,134 352 6,590
Rio Grande Saguache 574 442 - 1,016
Total 5,920 1,743 352 8,015

The San Luis and Saguache drainage basins are part of the Closed Basin within the SLV. Water within
the Closed Basin enters through precipitation and snowmelt and exits through evapotranspiration. Surface
water generally flows south into San Luis Creek. Drainage is then impounded in various lakes, including
San Luis Lake. Peak flows for San Luis and Saguache creeks occur in May and June, with Saguache
Creek having higher flow rates. The Arkansas River Watershed is recharged primarily by snowmelt in
May and June. Stream flows in lower valley slopes and valley bottom are slow because of the highly
permeable soil; however, developed areas are less permeable and have stronger flows. Poncha Creek is
the largest tributary to the South Arkansas River. Both waterbodies eventually drain into the Arkansas
River, east of the ROW area (LTUA 2014).

The only established TMDLs for any body of water within the project area occur in Kerber Creek and its
tributaries within the San Luis Watershed (USEPA 2014a). TMDLs for cadmium, copper, lead, silver,
zinc, and pH were established in Kerber Creek and its tributaries on September 8, 2008. Currently, Kerber
Creek between Brewer Creek and San Luis Creek intersects all three transmission line ROWSs and is on
the CWA 303(d) list of impaired waters relative to cold water aquatic life because of high copper
concentrations associated with abandoned mines. Impairments on the public water supply in this
waterbody have not been assessed. Kerber Creek above Brewer Creek intersects the ROW for
Transmission Line 6920 and is on the CWA 303(d) list of impaired waters for high cadmium levels in the
public water supply. Closed Basin tributaries within the San Luis and Saguache watersheds have been
analyzed for contaminants and water quality within the Closed Basin system is good. The Saguache
Watershed and all assessed waters, including La Garita and Saguache Creek, currently meet water quality
requirements for their designated uses. The North Branch Saguache Creek has not been assessed (USEPA
2014a). TMDLs for the Arkansas River Watershed within the ROW area have not been established
because the Southern Arkansas River and its tributaries currently meet water quality standards for its
designated uses (USEPA 2014a).

Stormwater is managed by the Colorado Department of Public Health & Environment (CDPHE), which
has established a Stormwater Construction Permit that requires the development and implementation of a
SWMP to reduce and prevent pollutants in storm water runoff from entering waterbodies for any activity
disturbing at least 1 acre of land. The SWMP, through the use of BMPs, would establish erosion and
sedimentation controls, hazardous material management, and any necessary reclamation or monitoring
events (CDPHE 2011).

3.2.2.2 Environmental Effects

3.22.2.1  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Short- and long-term, negligible to minor, adverse impacts on water resources would be expected under
Alternative A from ground disturbing activities to remove and replace transmission line poles, establish a
30,000-square foot construction staging area, and to upgrade construction access areas and existing
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drainage crossings. Pentachlorophenol would be used to treat new transmission line poles; however, this
would be done offsite and prior to installation and would not be expected to impact water resources.
Alternative A would require the development of a SWMP per CDPHE’s Stormwater Construction Permit
that would include BMPs to control erosion and sediment transport to minimize the potential for adverse
effects on groundwater and downstream surface water quality. Once ground disturbing activities are
completed, Xcel would revegetate all disturbed areas to an individual plant density of at least 70 percent
pre-disturbance levels or implement equivalent permanent erosion reduction methods.

Following construction, intermittent, negligible, adverse impacts on water resources would be expected
from maintenance activities that require periodic tree and brush clearing every 5 to 15 years, as needed.
BMPs for construction activities would be implemented to reduce potential impacts on water resources
from maintenance activities (see Table 2-4).

The majority of lands crossed by the transmission line ROW are private; however, lands from state and
federal agencies are also crossed. The water resources described in Section 3.2.4.1 cross lands managed
by multiple entities over large areas. Impacts on water resources would be expected to be similar
regardless of land ownership. Therefore, impacts are discussed by resource and are not separated by land
ownership.

Groundwater

Short- and long-term, negligible, adverse impacts on groundwater would be expected under Alternative A
from ground disturbing activities. The SLV has extensive aquifer systems primarily used for agriculture
and drinking water. The new alignment could be moved up to 30 feet east or west of the existing
alignment to avoid or minimize impacts on groundwater. Additionally, the Proposed Action represents a
negligible amount of ground disturbance. The increase in the width of the ROW for the 7.7 miles of
Transmission Line 6920 would cause short- and long-term, negligible adverse impacts on groundwater
from vegetation control, soil compaction, and grading, which could cause the deposition of fill materials
or increased erosion into groundwater recharge areas.

Soil compaction, vehicle traffic, and ground disturbing activities during construction could result in
localized changes in drainage patterns, as compacted soil reduces infiltration, and can inhibit growth of
vegetation. Negligible effects on groundwater recharge would occur from the decrease in infiltration of
precipitation into soils to recharge groundwater. Once construction activities were complete, the staging
area would be restored to pre-construction conditions. Structural (e.g., diversion structures, silt fences,
plant buffers, slope roughening, and retention ponds) and nonstructural (e.g., preserving natural
vegetation, preventative maintenance, training, inspections, and spill response procedures) BMPs would
be implemented to minimize the effect of potential groundwater contamination from stormwater runoff
associated with construction activities, if necessary.

Pentachlorophenol can leach from treated wood poles into surrounding ground or surface water.
However, because pentachlorophenol tends to adsorb to soils and to degrade moderately rapidly in the
environment, USEPA states that “it is not likely that groundwater contamination will result from usage of
utility poles, except in situations where the bottom of the pole is directly in contact with the water table
(or with a fluctuating water table) or where the leaching occurs from multiple poles in a wood storage or
treatment area" (USEPA 2008). Mean levels of pentachlorophenol generally are not measurably elevated
at distances greater than 8 inches from a treated pole (Brooks 1998). The potential for groundwater
contamination with pentachlorophenol would be minor in the long term.

A spill or leak of fuel or other construction-related products could impact groundwater quality,
particularly since the SLV generally has a high water table. Construction equipment would be maintained

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
3-16



SOOI WN -

10
11
12
13
14

15
16
17
18
19
20
21

22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30

31
32
33
34
35
36
37

38
39
40
41
42

43
44

EA for Rebuild of Xcel Energy Transmission Lines in the San Luis Valley

according to the manufacturer’s specifications and fuels and other potentially hazardous materials would
be contained and stored appropriately. Construction personnel would follow appropriate BMPs to protect
against potential petroleum or hazardous material spills. Good housekeeping, maintenance of equipment,
and containment of fuels and other potentially hazardous materials would be conducted to minimize the
potential for a release of these fluids into groundwater. Therefore, no significant impacts on groundwater
from spills or leaks would be expected under Alternative A.

Surface Water

Short- and long-term, negligible to minor, adverse impacts on surface water would be expected under
Alternative A from clearing of vegetation, upgrading roads and drainage points, and grading or
compaction of land to improve access and facilitate construction activities within the transmission line
ROWs. Approximately 1.5 miles of surface waters cross the transmission line ROWs (see Table 3-3),
primarily from the San Luis and Saguache watershed drainage basins. However, the new alignments
could be moved up to 30 feet east or west of the existing alignments to avoid or minimize impacts on
surface water, which would reduce impacts.

The rebuild of Transmission Line 6920 could cause short- and long-term, negligible, adverse impacts on
Kerber and Kelly creeks, from the deposition of fill materials or increased erosion into the San Luis
Watershed Drainage Basin. Kerber Creek and its tributaries are listed as impaired bodies of water with
established TMDLs for copper and cadmium, respectively. Sediment and erosion control BMPs identified
in the SWMP would be applied to reduce the potential for deposition of contaminated substances into
these bodies of water. Impacts on the Arkansas watershed drainage basins would be expected to be
minimal.

Loss of vegetation and soil compaction could increase storm water volume and velocity entering drainage
channels because of reduced water absorption. This increased runoff could affect the surface water quality
of receiving water bodies, particularly the San Luis Valley Irrigation Drain and Saguache Creek. These
changes in drainage would be highly localized, site-specific, and would be expected to be negligible.
Surface runoff would be directed away from new poles and would backfill any settlement of soil in the
pole excavation and pole annular space. Additionally, BMPs that are outlined in the SWMP would be
used to ensure that soils disturbed during construction activities would not pollute nearby water bodies.
Adherence to the stormwater BMPs established in the SWMP would further reduce stormwater-related
impacts.

Upgrade of road access and stormwater drainage points inside and outside of the ROWSs would be part of
the Proposed Action, resulting in short-term, minor, adverse impacts on water quality due the potential for
increase erosion into the water bodies and the potential for contaminants to enter into water bodies during
construction activities, such as through leaks or spills from equipment. Several drainage crossings would
be upgraded along Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 (see Appendix A). Long-term, negligible,
beneficial impacts would occur after construction activities have ceased and stormwater flow is properly
managed, thereby reducing localized flooding.

The potential for treated wood poles to contaminate surrounding surface water with pentachlorophenol
would be negligible. Mean levels of pentachlorophenol generally are not measurably elevated at distances
greater than 8 inches from a treated pole (Brooks 1998). The USEPA also has determined that although
pentachlorophenol is stable in water, chemical degradation of the compound occurs rapidly through
photo-degradation in surface water that is exposed to direct sunlight (USEPA 2008).

Construction personnel would follow appropriate BMPs to protect against potential petroleum or
hazardous material spills. In the event of a spill or leak of fuel or other construction-related products,
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there could be adverse impacts on surface water quality. Construction equipment would be maintained
according to the manufacturer’s specifications and fuels and other potentially hazardous materials would
be contained and stored appropriately. If a spill or leak were to occur, BMPs identified in the SWMP
would be implemented to contain the spill and minimize the potential for, and extent of, associated
contamination.

3.2.2.22  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

Impacts on water resources would be similar, but more intense, than those described under Alternative A.
As a result, short- and long-term, minor, adverse impacts on water resources would be expected. Ground
disturbing activities would include the excavation of two trenches to bury the transmission lines for
approximately 6.7 miles (see Figure 2-6), which would increase the potential for the deposition of fill
materials or increased erosion into groundwater recharge areas and watershed drainage basins. If a
concrete batch plant were to be operated on site, it would require a stormwater construction permit as part
of the SWMP. Sediment and erosion control BMPs would be used to minimize impacts on water
resources from trenching activities. If a spill or leak were to occur, BMPs would be implemented to
contain the spill and minimize the potential for, and extent of, associated contamination. Impacts
associated with maintenance activities would be similar, but less intense, than those described under
Alternative A. The transmission line would still be patrolled and inspections would still be required;
however, maintenance and repairs on the buried lines would be conducted through permanent concrete
vaults.

3.2.2.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, the BLM would not authorize the proposed rebuild of the transmission
lines and the existing transmission lines and associated ROWSs would remain in place. However, the
transmission line structures, particularly for Transmission Line 9811, would be removed and replaced as
part of emergency maintenance. These emergency repairs would be expected to increase as the structural
integrity and functionality of the structures deteriorate. This would result in temporary minor impacts on
water resources from loss of vegetation and soil compaction that could increase storm water volume and
velocity entering drainage channels because of reduced water absorption. However, these impacts from
would be intermittent and occur over a longer period of time. Access road repairs would likely not be
completed prior to repair and a SWMP would not be developed. As a result, BMPs might not be
implemented, increasing potential impacts on water resources under Alternative C.

3.23  Air Quality and Climate Change

In accordance with Federal Clean Air Act (CAA) requirements, the air quality in a given region or area is
measured by the concentration of criteria pollutants in the atmosphere.

Ambient Air Quality Standards. Under the CAA, the USEPA developed numerical concentration-based
standards, or National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS), for pollutants that have been
determined to affect human health and the environment. The NAAQS represent the maximum allowable
concentrations for ozone, carbon monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, sulfur dioxide, respirable particulate matter
(including particulate matter equal to or less than 10 microns in diameter [PM;o] and particulate matter
equal to or less than 2.5 microns in diameter, and lead (40 CFR Part 50). The CAA also gives the
authority to states to establish air quality rules and regulations.

Attainment versus Nonattainment and General Conformity. The USEPA classifies the air quality in an
air quality control region (AQCR), or in subareas of an AQCR, according to whether the concentrations
of criteria pollutants in ambient air exceed the NAAQS. Areas within each AQCR are therefore
designated as either “attainment,” “nonattainment,” “maintenance,” or “unclassified” for each of the six
criteria pollutants. Attainment means that the air quality within an AQCR is better than the NAAQS;
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nonattainment indicates that criteria pollutant levels exceed NAAQS; maintenance indicates that an area
was previously designated nonattainment but is now attainment; and an unclassified air quality
designation by USEPA means that there is not enough information to appropriately classify an AQCR, so
the area is considered attainment. USEPA has delegated the authority for ensuring compliance with the
NAAQS in Colorado. The CDPHE regulates air quality for the state of Colorado. In accordance with the
CAA, each state must develop a State Implementation Plan, which is a compilation of regulations,
strategies, schedules, and enforcement actions designed to move the state into compliance with all
NAAQS.

Climate Change. Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are not specifically monitored in the region, but are
believed to be low as a result of the sparse population and lack of heavy industry. Therefore, emissions
from this region likely do not contribute to global climate change at a high rate, relative to other similar-
sized regions of the United States. GHGs are chemical compounds in the earth’s atmosphere that allow
incoming short-wave solar radiation but absorb long-wave infrared radiation re-emitted from the earth’s
surface, trapping heat. Most studies indicate that the earth’s climate has warmed over the past century due
to increased emissions of GHGs, and that human activities affecting emissions to the atmosphere are
likely an important contributing factor. In the United States, most GHG emissions are attributed to the
combustion of fossil fuels for electricity generation, transportation, industry, heating, and other needs.

Change in climate and temperature in the SLV represents an existing trend that likely will continue
through the 21st century. Between 1977 and 2006, temperatures in the SLV have increased by
approximately 2.4°F (Ray et al. 2008). Climate models run by the National Oceanographic and
Atmospheric Administration estimate that temperatures in Colorado will increase 2.5°F by 2025 and 4°F
by 2050 relative to the 1950-t0-1999 baseline (Ray et al. 2008).

3.2.3.1 Affected Environment

The lands included in the Proposed Action are located in Alamosa, Chaffee, Rio Grande, or Saguache
Counties, Colorado, which are within the San Luis Intrastate and San Isabel Intrastate AQCRs (USEPA
undated). All four counties have been designated by the USEPA as unclassified/attainment for all criteria
pollutants (USEPA 2013). According to 40 CFR Part 81, no Class | air quality protection areas are
located within 10 miles of the Proposed Action (USEPA undated). The closest Class | air quality
protection area is the Great Sand Dunes Wilderness Area located in Great Sand Dunes National Park,
approximately 12.8 miles to the east.

3.2.3.2 Environmental Effects

3.23.2.1  Alternative A: Proposed Action

The environmental consequences on local and regional air quality conditions from the Proposed Action
are determined based on the changes in regulated air pollutant emissions, and upon existing conditions
and ambient air quality. For the Proposed Action, the majority of emission increases are temporary
construction activity emissions due to mobile sources; therefore, air permitting impacts are not a concern.
The Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment, Air Pollution Control Division requires
reporting of air emissions of criteria pollutants if the emissions are anticipated to be above 2 tons per year
for each criteria pollutant. For the Proposed Action, the emissions are anticipated to be well below that
threshold; therefore, no reporting or permitting requirements are anticipated.

Short-term, adverse effects on air quality would be expected from construction activities under
Alternative A; however, the effects would not be significant. The proposed construction activities would
generate air pollutant emissions from emissions from grading, filling, compacting, and trenching
activities; and from operation of construction equipment and generators. Construction activities would
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also generate total suspended particulate and PMy, emissions as fugitive dust from ground-disturbing
activities (e.g., grading, trenching, soil piles) and from combustion of fuels in construction equipment.
Fugitive dust emissions would be greatest during the initial site preparation activities and would vary
from day to day depending on the construction phase, level of activity, and prevailing weather conditions.
The quantity of uncontrolled fugitive dust emissions from a construction site is proportional to the area of
land being worked and the level of construction activity. Construction activities would also generate
particulate emissions as fugitive dust from ground-disturbing activities and from the combustion of fuels
in construction equipment.

Also of concern in the area of the Proposed Action is the possibility of fugitive dust emissions from the
proposed construction activity containing silica particles from the area’s soil. Crystalline silica is a basic
component of sand, quartz, and granite rock and is likely to be disturbed during the proposed construction
activities. Although there is no ambient air quality standard for crystalline silica, the USEPA has a
suggested annual air quality standard; “for healthy individuals not compromised by other respiratory
ailments and for ambient environments expected to contain less than 10% crystalline silica fraction in
PMyy, the maintenance of 50 microgram per cubic meter annual NAAQS for PMy, should be adequate to
protect against the silicotic effects from ambient crystalline silica exposures” (USEPA 1996). To limit the
emission of fugitive particulate matter, construction activities would incorporate BMPs such as wind
breaks and barriers, frequent water applications, application of soil additives, control of vehicle access
and flow routes, vehicle speed restrictions, covering of piles, use of gravel at site exit points, washing of
equipment at the end of each work day and prior to site removal, reestablishing ground cover, and work
stoppage. It is anticipated that public exposure to fugitive particulate matter, including silica from the
area’s soil, would be negligent with the incorporation of the BMPs.

Maintenance activities would include patrolling the transmission lines every other month by an Xcel
employee or contractor in a pick-up truck, four-wheeler, snow cat, or by walking the line (depending on
access). Emissions associated with these maintenance activities would result in very low impacts on the
regional or local air quality due to the sporadic small-scale nature and likely short duration.

Implementation of Alternative A would not result in violations of any ambient air quality standards.

GHG emissions associated with the proposed project would consist of emissions from construction
equipment and vehicles. Such emissions would be low, sporadic, and short term in the sparsely populated
project area. Current science cannot establish or quantify a cause-effect relationship between GHG
emissions and climate change on a local level. Although there appears to be a cause-effect relationship at
a global scale, it is not possible to connect GHG emissions and climate change at a local or a regional
spatial scale (USGS 2008). The small scale, temporary increase in GHG emissions associated with the
proposed project would not have a measurable effect on climate and, therefore, would be negligible in the
short term.

3.2.3.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

Short-term, adverse effects on air quality would be expected from construction activities under
Alternative B. While there would be additional ground disturbance during proposed trenching activities,
air emissions from site preparation and construction activities under Alternative B are expected to be
similar in nature to those described in Section 3.2.1.2.1 for Alternative A, but in larger quantities.

The potential operation of a concrete batch plant under this alternative could generate additional PMyq
emissions. The raw materials required for concrete (cement, sand, and aggregate) would have to be stored
next to the batch plant. The storage, transportation, and use of these materials could become a source of
fugitive dust emissions. However, the use of BMPs, such as covering stockpiles, limiting the drop height
for the transfer of materials, and enclosing conveyors would limit the potential emissions during
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operations of the batch plant. The operation of the batch plant would not require a reporting or permitting
with the Colorado Department of Public Health Air Pollution Control Division. Construction would
require approximately 20,000 tons of concrete. Assuming an emissions factor of 0.0138 pounds of PMyq
per ton of concrete produced at the plant, the operations of the batch plant would produce approximately
0.15 tons of PM;, emissions. This would below the threshold of 2 tons per year of emissions required for
reporting by the Air Pollution Control Division. Even with the additional PMyq emissions, the overall air
quality emissions would be considered below the significance threshold.

Repair activities would occur via the permanent concrete vaults. While maintenance or repair activities
would take longer under Alternative B, it is anticipated that emissions would result in very low impacts
on the regional or local air quality.

3.23.23 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, the Proposed Action would not be implemented. Existing conditions
would remain the same as described in Section 3.2.1.1. No new effects on regional or local air quality or
climate change would occur.

3.3  Biological Resources

3.3.1  Vegetation

3.3.1.1 Affected Environment

The project area is characterized by a diverse range of habitats including herbaceous, shrubland, forest
and wetlands (Table 3-4). Open water and developed areas do not display vegetation characteristics and

are not discussed here.

Table 3-4. Land Cover Types Along the Transmission Lines (Acres)

Land Cover Type Tra_nsmission Tra_nsmission Tra_nsmission
Line 9811 Line 6905 Line 6920

Developed, Low Intensity 216.5 25.1 -
Developed, Medium Intensity 52 2.4 -
Developed, Open Space 447 29.7 0.0
Open Water 0.0 - -
Emergent Herbaceous Wetlands 94 4.9 1.2
Woody Wetlands 20.2 7.4 1.4
Shrub/Scrub 220.3 284.0 4.2
Deciduous Forest 2.3 2.0 0.1
Evergreen Forest 25.9 394 44
Mixed Forest 0.3 0.0 -
Hay/Pasture 144.6 26.8 7.8
Herbaceous 187.1 160.2 51.3
TOTAL 876.5 581.9 70.4

Shrubland is the most dominant vegetation type in the upland project area, and is widespread on the
valley floor. Many of the plants within this type are drought resistant and tolerant to a range of soil
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salinity, conditions common to the valley floor (USFWS 2012a). This vegetation type consists of the
dominant rubber rabbitbrush and greasewood subcommunities. These shrublands are characterized by an
open to moderately dense assemblage of rubber rabbitbrush, greasewood, four-wing saltbush, shadscale,
and winterfat. Also present in these communities are yucca, cactus, and various grasses.

At elevations slightly higher than the rabbitbrush shrublands, desert scrub and shrub-steppe habitats are
found. These habitats have a significant cover of big sagebrush or sand sagebrush and intergrade with the
pinyon-juniper woodlands found at higher elevations. Grasses in the project area include Indian ricegrass,
alkali sacaton, western wheatgrass, and blue grama. Exotic species also are common, including cheat
grass and crested wheatgrass. Exotic and invasive species are discussed further in Section 3.2.2.

Wetland vegetation grows along waterbodies and irrigation ditches and within wet meadows in the
vicinity of the project area. Narrowleaf cottonwood trees with understory vegetation of willows, red-osier
dogwood, and greasewood are typical in woody wetlands in the area. Baltic rush, saltgrass, and redtop are
dominant in wet meadows and non-woody wetlands (USFWS 2011a). Wetlands are discussed in more
detail in Section 3.3.3.

Project-specific natural resource surveys were conducted in 2013 and 2014 in order to characterize
vegetation within the project area. Biologists conducted pedestrian surveys within the ROWSs for
Transmission Lines 9811, 6905 and 6920 on all BLM, Forest Service, and state lands, as well as on
private lands where access was granted. Initial surveys were conducted in August and September 2013,
and follow-up surveys were conducted in July and October, 2014. A description of the vegetation
observed within the ROWs for each type of land ownership is presented below.

BLM Lands

In the northern sections of Transmission Line 9811 on BLM lands, big sagebrush is a dominant species in
a community association with prairie sagewort and broom snakeweed. Tree species are dominated by
Douglas fir, but also include blue spruce, Colorado pinyon pine, ponderosa pine, and common juniper as
an understory shrub. Big sagebrush dominates the northern 60% of the ROW, while the southern 40 % of
the ROW is characterized by disturbed coniferous forest. The understory consists of blue grama, prairie
sagewort, broom snakeweed, Opuntia spp., and soapweed yucca. Further south along Transmission Line
9811, grassland species, including blue grama (approximately 70%), Elymus spp., and winterfat are
dominant along with rabbitbrush, broom snakeweed and prairie sagewort present to a lesser degree.

Along Transmission Line 6905, sagebrush is dominant with an understory of blue grama. Further south,
dominant vegetation consists of blue grama (50-90%) and other perennial grasses. Rabbitbrush, sagewort,
and winterfat are also fairly common.

Forest Service Lands

Along Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 on Forest Service lands in Chaffee County, dominant
vegetation consists of sagebrush with an understory of grasses, prairie sagewort, and mixed conifers,
including ponderosa pine, Douglas fir, Rocky Mountain juniper, and Colorado pinyon pine. Isolated
willows were documented in a small wetland area between structures 28 and 29 on Transmission Line
6905.

State Lands

On State lands, dominant vegetation within the ROWSs consists of big sagebrush with blue grama and
various other shrubs including intermittent rabbitbrush, sagewort, and broom snakeweed.

Private Lands
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Natural resources surveys were conducted in 2013 on all private lands where private landowner access
was granted. The southern portion of Transmission Line 6905, between Mosca and Moffat, was surveyed
and is characterized by fallow fields. In the southernmost portion of the project area, near the Mosca
substation, the area transitions to active agricultural production.

The project area is covered predominantly by greasewood and rabbitbrush scrub vegetation. Bare ground
exists in patches throughout the area, and cattle trails are visible in some areas of the ROW. A
rabbitbrush-dominated community is located south of the Moffat substation. The corridor transitions to a
greasewood dominated community toward the southern end of the segment. Some portions of the project
area are covered by sand and bare ground, and are dominated by non-native grasses interspersed with
wolfberry, prickly-pear and some Russian thistle. Other land cover includes unvegetated channels,
agriculture fields, and disturbed land.

3.3.1.2 Environmental Effects

3.3.1.2.1  Alternative A: Proposed Action

During proposed project construction, short-term impacts on vegetation would include disturbance from
transmission line rebuilding activities, access route and staging area construction, and vehicular traffic.
Within the transmission line ROWSs, vegetation would be cleared, and the land would be graded or
compacted as needed to improve access or to facilitate construction activities. Clearing would remove
vegetation within the ROW at a width of up to 12 feet, while grading activities would remove vegetation
within the ROW at a width of up to 24 feet. The total acerages of lands which would be cleared of
vegetation under this alternative are summarized in Tables 2-2 and 2-3. Although the entire ROW
corridor would not be directly affected by construction activities, it is assumed surface disturbance could
occur anywhere within the ROW corridor. Disturbance includes crushing of the shrub and herbaceous
vegetation from vehicles, equipment, and pole placement.

To reduce the potential for direct effects on vegetation communities, new surface disturbance would be
limited to the greatest practicable extent. A majority of the proposed project would occur within
previously disturbed ROW corridors, which are impacted by ongoing line maintenance and inspection
activities. Any graded areas would be restored to pre-construction contours. Upon completion of
construction, disturbances in areas that currently have vegetation would be reseeded with native
vegetation as appropriate. However, the ground-clearing proposed under this alternative would increase
the potential for introduction and spread of invasive species and noxious weeds. Impacts to vegetation
during construction and reclamation activities are expected to be short-term and minor to moderate,
depending on the establishment of invasive species. The implementation of the design features and
BMPs in Table 2-4 would reduce these impacts to the maximum extent possible.

BLM Lands

On BLM-administered lands, approximately 20.5 acres of vegetation would be compacted 13.3 acres of
vegetation would be cleared, and 10.0 acres graded resulting in minor, short-term disturbance to
vegetation during construction. These acreage estimates include disturbance associated with road and
stormwater drainage improvements. Anticipated effects to vegetation would be similar to those discussed
above for general vegetation resources.

Forest Service Lands

On Forest Service lands, approximately 2.3 acres of vegetation would be cleared and 1.6 acres would be
graded resulting in minor, short-term disturbance to vegetation during construction. Anticipated effects to
vegetation would be similar to those discussed above for general vegetation resources.
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State Lands

On State lands, approximately 0.1 acres of vegetation would be compacted, 9.5 acres would be cleared,
and 2.8 acres would be graded resulting in minor, short-term disturbance to vegetation during
construction. Anticipated effects to vegetation would be similar to those discussed above for general
vegetation resources.

Private Lands

On private lands, approximately 42.8 acres of vegetation would be compacted 39.5 acres of vegetation
would be cleared, and 18 acres would be graded resulting in minor, short-term disturbance to vegetation
during construction. Anticipated effects to vegetation would be similar to those discussed above for
general vegetation resources.

3.3.1.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

Impacts on vegetation would be similar in nature to those described for Alternative A, but the magnitude
of impacts would be greater. Construction of Alternative B would require a 100-foot wide ROW to
accommodate trenching, equipment operation, equipment access routes, and spoil piles. It is assumed that
clearing of vegetation, as well as large areas of compaction and grading, would occur in a 100-foot-wide
area within the ROW for a total of up to 78 acres of ground-clearing.

Although the intent of Alternative B is to reduce net impacts to GuSG, the increased impacts of
vegetation clearing would increase impacts to GuSG habitat in the short- and long-term. As described in
Section 3.3.6, the GuSG requires sagebrush for cover and fall and winter food, and prefers large expanses
of sagebrush with a diversity of grasses and forbs, in addition to using healthy wetland and riparian
ecosystems (USFWS 2014a). The large amount of ground-clearing under this alternative would also
increase the potential for introduction and spread of invasive species and noxious weeds. Impacts on
vegetation under Alternative B are expected to be short- to long-term and minor to moderate, depending
on the establishment of invasive species.

On BLM-administered lands, burial of Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 has the potential to result in
minor to moderate disturbance to vegetation. As a result of the increased surface disturbance associated
with the trenching, equipment operation, equipment access routes, and spoil piles, Alternative B would
result in up to 50 additional acres of vegetation removed compared to Alternative A. The increased
disturbance could pose a higher risk of introducing and spreading noxious weeds, which would limit the
re-establishment of native vegetation within the ROW. This would reduce the ecological values and
quality of occupied GuSG habitat on BLM lands.

On Forest Service, state, and private lands, anticipated effects to vegetation would be similar to those
discussed above for general vegetation resources. The increased surface disturbance could pose a higher
risk of introducing and spreading noxious weeds, which could limit the full re-establishment of native
vegetation within the ROW. This would reduce the ecological values and quality of occupied GuSG
habitat on State and private lands.

3.3.1.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, the BLM and Forest Service would not authorize the proposed rebuild
of the transmission lines under the Federal Land Policy and Management Act, and the existing
transmission lines and their associated ROWSs would remain in place. Regular maintenance of the lines
would continue in accordance with Xcel’s standards and procedures. The 13 dual wooden pole structures
on Transmission Line 9811 which are currently violating FERC’s surface-to-ground clearance regulations
would be removed and replaced as part of emergency maintenance.
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3.3.2 Invasive Plants

The prevention of the introduction or spread of noxious and invasive weeds is a high priority for federal,
state, and county agencies. Under Executive Order 13112 of February 3, 1999 — Invasive Species, federal
agencies shall not authorize, fund, or carry out actions likely to cause or promote the introduction or
spread of invasive species in the United States or elsewhere unless it has been determined that the benefits
of such actions outweigh the potential harm caused by invasive species and that all feasible and prudent
measures to minimize the risk of harm must be taken in conjunction with the actions. The Federal Plant
Protection Act contains a list of 137 federally restricted and regulated federal noxious weeds, as per CFR
Title 7, Chapter I11, Part 360. Each state is federally mandated to uphold the rules and regulations set forth
by this act and manage their lands accordingly. Colorado regulates noxious and invasive species through
the Colorado Noxious Weed Act, which classifies noxious weeds into three lists, A, B, and C (8835 5.5-
101 through 119). Each list has specific control requirements, with the most stringent requirements for
those species found on List A. Only List A species are required by law to be controlled.

3.3.2.1 Affected Environment

On BLM-administered lands, invasive plant species include, but are not limited to, velvetleaf (Abutilon
theophrasti), Russian knapweed (Acroptilon repens), cheatgrass , hoary cress (Cardaria draba), Canada
thistle (Cirsium arvense), Russian olive (Elaeagnus angustifolia), black henbane (Hyoscyamus niger),
scotch thistle (Onopordum spp.), and salt cedar (Tamarisk spp.). All of these species are classified as List
B noxious weeds under the Colorado Noxious Weed Act. Although control of these species is
recommended, only List A species are required by law to be controlled.

The Environmental Assessment for Management of Noxious Weeds prepared in 1998 prioritized a list of
invasive species on the Forest and Grasslands within the Pike-San Isabel National Forest. Among those
listed are: musk thistle (Carduus nutans), diffuse knapweed (Centaurea diffusa), spotted knapweed
(Centaurea maculosa), houndstongue (Cynoglossum officinale), Canada thistle, leafy spurge (Euphorbia
esula), Dalmation toadflax (Linaria genistifolia), butter-and-eggs (Linaria vulgaris), and Scotch thistle.
All of these species are classified as List B noxious weeds under the Colorado Noxious Weed Act.
Control of these species is recommended, but not required by law.

No List A species were identified during the 2013 surveys of the project area. Some portions of the
project area between Moffat and Mosca Substation are covered by sand and bare ground, and are
dominated by non-native grasses interspersed with some Russian thistle.

3.3.2.2 Environmental Effects

3.3.2.2.1  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Noxious and invasive species are most prevalent in areas of prior surface disturbance, such as roadsides,
ROWs, and wildlife concentration areas. Existing seed and plant parts of noxious weeds and other
invasive species could be spread during construction or be carried into the project area on construction
equipment to soils disturbed by compaction, clearing or grading as summarized in Tables 2-2 and 2-3.
The establishment and spread of noxious weeds can reduce ecological values by displacing native
vegetation, increasing soil erosion potential, and reducing forage and habitat for wildlife.

BMPs as outlined in Table 2-4 would be followed to prevent invasive weed introduction and spreading as
well as strategies to restore disturbed vegetation. New surface disturbance would be limited to the
maximum extent possible. The majority of the proposed project would occur within previously disturbed
ROW corridors. The potential increase in non-native plant species would be short-term, minor, and
adverse, based on the committed design measures developed for the Proposed Action. All precautions in
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Table 2-4 would be taken to prevent the spread of weeds, particularly cheatgrass, in occupied GuSG
habitat. The potential effects would be the same on all land owners in the project area.

3.3.22.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

Impacts under Alternative B would be similar to, but greater than, those described under Alternative A.
Because burial of the transmission lines would require clearing of a width up to 100 feet during
construction, there would be a greater short-term and potentially long-term impact. The increased surface
disturbance associated with the trenching, equipment operation, equipment access routes, and spoil piles
would result in a higher risk of introducing and spreading noxious weeds.

3.3.2.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, no changes to existing communities of invasive weed species would
occur.

3.3.3  Wetlands and Riparian Areas

3.3.3.1 Affected Environment

The project area is within the USACE Western Mountains, Valleys, and Coast Region, which is known
for its vegetative diversity and moderate to abundant precipitation. However, wetland areas are relatively
sparse throughout the region (USACE 2010). Wetlands within the SLV are influenced by surface runoff
and groundwater flow from neighboring mountains, which have created wetland types including wet
meadows and pastures, playa wetlands, seasonal and semi-permanent wetlands, and riparian wetlands
(USACE 2010; USFWS 2012a). Many wetlands within the SLV have been modified for agricultural uses
(USACE 2010).

Approximately 113 acres of wetlands were identified within the ROW area using data from the National
Wetland Inventory (see Table 3-5). The overwhelming majority of these wetlands (111 acres) are
temporary, seasonal, or intermittent palustrine emergent wetlands, which were verified during site vists
to be water impoundments (man-made stock ponds). These wetlands typically have standing water
throughout the growing season that eventually evaporates during drier parts of the year. Bulrush
(Schoenocrambe spp.) and broadleaf cattails (Typha latifolia) are dominant plant species in these
wetlands. Waterfowl and other migratory birds use these wetlands for foraging, breeding, and nesting
(USFWS 2012a).

No forested wetlands were identified in the ROW area; however, small riparian areas associated with
scrub/shrub wetlands have the potential to exist. Riparian habitat is associated with intermittent and
perennial bodies of water and includes various types of trees, shrubs, or other streamside vegetation. The
most common shrubs in the SLV include red osier dogwood (Cornus sericea) and greasewood
(Sarcobatus vermiculatus) (USFWS 2012a).

Table 3-5. Wetlands Crossed by Transmission Line ROWs (Acres)

Transmission Line Transmission Transmission
HbELEmel e 9811 Line 6905 Line 6920 e
Palustrine Emergent 70.9 30.7 95 1111
Palustrine Scrub/Shrub 0.9 0.5 0.4 1.8
Palustrine Aquatic Bed 0.0 0.0 - 0.0
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Transmission Line Transmission Transmission
Wetland Type 9811 Line 6905 Line 6920 Total
Palustrine
Unconsolidated Shore 0.1 0.4 i 0.5
Total 71.9 31.6 9.9 113.4

The Federal Emergency Management Agency has not developed Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) for
Saguache and Alamosa counties within the project area and there are no special flood areas in Rio Grande
County within the project area (FEMA 2014). FIRMs have been created for Chaffee County and narrow
portions of the Southern Arkansas River and Poncha Creek are within the 100-year floodplain near
Poncha Springs. Other floodplains potentially exist along various bodies of water within the project area;
however, little development in the floodplain occurs in the region (FEMA 2014; USACE 2010).

3.3.3.2 Environmental Effects

3.3.3.21  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Short- and long-term, negligible to minor, adverse impacts on emergent wetlands would be expected
under Alternative A. The transmission line route could directly or indirectly impact approximately 16.7
acres (15 percent) of wetlands identified from the National Wetlands Inventory within the ROW area
through clearing and, to a lesser extent compaction activities (see Table 3-6); however, no wetlands
would be permanently filled. Approximately 1.6 percent of the wetlands within the ROW area are
scrub/shrub areas and less than 0.5 acres of scrub/shrub wetlands would be cleared. No wetlands areas
would be graded; however, disturbance in and adjacent to wetlands would result in temporary, localized
changes to wetland hydrology and water quality as local surface hydrology is altered during ground
disturbing activities. Localized increases in turbidity could also occur due to erosion of soils from
disturbed areas being transported into adjacent wetlands; however, BMPs would be implemented to
reduce impacts on wetlands. Emergent wetland vegetation would be expected to quickly re-establish
following construction activities.

Table 3-6. Construction Activities in Wetlands (Acres)

Construction Activity Tﬁ?]serggillon Tﬁr;serrélggg)n Tﬁr;serrélggg)n Total
Clearing 8.8 5.1 2.1 16.0
Compaction 0.3 0.4 0.0 0.7
Total 9.1 55 2.1 16.7

Within Colorado, wetland impacts are regulated by the USACE. Under Section 404 of the CWA,
wetlands are generally protected from filling and development. Under the Proposed Action, activities
within wetlands would likely require coverage under USACE nationwide Permit 3 (maintenance) for the
repair, rehabilitation, or replacement of previously authorized structures. Minor deviations to the
configuration of the structure or fill area would be allowed under this permit.

Construction personnel would follow appropriate BMPs to protect against potential petroleum or
hazardous material spills. In the event of a spill or leak of fuel or other construction-related products,
there could be adverse impacts on wetlands. Construction equipment would be maintained according to
the manufacturer’s specifications and fuels and other potentially hazardous materials would be contained
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and stored appropriately. If a spill or leak were to occur, BMPs identified in the SWMP would be
implemented to contain the spill and minimize the potential for, and extent of, associated contamination.

Impacts on wetlands from maintenance activities would be negligible. Tree and shrub clearing would
occur every 5 to 15 years as needed and BMPs would be implemented to reduce potential impacts on
wetland and riparian zones, as necessary.

Short- and long-term, negligible, adverse and beneficial impacts on floodplains would be expected under
Alternative A. Ground disturbing activities along stream banks could temporarily alter floodwater flow.
Loss of vegetation and soil compaction could increase storm water volume and velocity entering
drainage. BMPs, such as moving equipment prior to heavy storms, would be implemented to minimize or
avoid impacts to floodplains. Upgrades to drainage points could reduce flood risk by minimizing
restrictions to water flow and improving conveyance of floodwaters. Impacts on floodplains from
maintenance activities would be negligible. Vegetation clearing would occur every 5 to 15 years as
needed and BMPs would be implemented, as necessary, to reduce potential impacts on floodplains.

3.3.3.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

Impacts on wetlands and riparian zones would be similar, but more intense, than those described under
Alternative A. Therefore short- and long-term, minor, adverse impacts on wetlands and riparian zones
would be expected. Clearing and compaction activities would still occur; however, two trenches would be
excavated to bury the transmission lines for approximately 6.7 miles (see Figure 2-6). The trenches
would not be placed within any wetland or riparian areas, however, construction activities associated with
trenching would increase the potential for increased erosion into nearby wetland, riparian, and floodplain
zones. Surface hydrology in disturbed areas would be re-established by backfilling the transmission line
trenches and grading to re-establish original contours. Sediment and erosion control BMPs described in
the SWMP, such as installation of silt fencing, minimization of disturbed areas, backfilling trenches and
re-establishment of vegetative cover would be implemented to minimize impacts from trenching
activities. If a spill or leak were to occur, BMPs would be implemented to contain the spill and minimize
the potential for, and extent of, associated contamination.

Under Alternative B, similar upgrades to drainage points would occur as described under the Proposed
Action. These upgrades could reduce flood risk by minimizing restrictions to water flow and improving
conveyance of floodwaters. Maintenance activities would be similar to those described under Alternative
A. The transmission line would still be patrolled and inspections would still be required; however,
maintenance and repairs on the buried lines would be conducted through permanent concrete vaults.

3.3.3.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, the BLM would not authorize the proposed rebuild of the transmission
lines and the existing transmission lines and associated ROWs would remain in place. However, some
transmission line structures, particularly for Transmission Line 9811, would be removed and replaced as
part of emergency maintenance. Access road repairs would likely not be completed prior to repair and a
SWMP would not be developed. This could result in temporary minor impacts on wetlands and riparian
zones from construction activities from loss of vegetation and soil compaction that could increase storm
water volume and velocity entering wetlands because of reduced water absorption. However, these
impacts from Alternative C would be intermittent and occur over a longer period of time.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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334  Wildlife

3.3.4.1 Affected Environment

Wildlife species identified in the project area are typical of the high mountain semi-desert shrublands of
the SLV. EIk, mule deer and pronghorn are the primary big game species within the project area.
Mountain lion and black bear also are classified as big game species in Colorado. Big game population
numbers fluctuate slightly from year-to-year based on weather and habitat conditions. Water availability,
forage quality, cover, and weather patterns typically determine the level of use and movement of big
game species through the project area. The project area contains both summer range and winter range for
big game species (USFWS 2005b).

Elk use a variety of habitat types within the project area but primarily occur in wet meadows and shrub-
dominated habitats (USFWS 2005b). Elk populations within the project area usually peak during winter
months (November—March), with populations highest during severe winters. Mule deer are typically
found in a wide variety of habitats, including riparian areas and abandoned agricultural fields (USFWS
2005b). Pronghorn occur throughout the project area year-round. Portions of the proposed ROWSs are
mapped as pronghorn concentration areas and winter concentration areas (see Figure 3-1). Mountain
lions and black bear are fairly common in much of the western two-thirds of the state. The highest
population densities within the state of both species occur in the montane shrublands from Walsenburg
and Trinidad west to the SLV.

Small game species that occur within the project area include cottontail and white-tailed jackrabbit.
Furbearers that may occur within the project area include the coyote, badger, red fox, bobcat, beaver,
muskrat, skunk, and raccoon (Fitzgerald et al. 1994). Waterfow! are found throughout the project vicinity
in appropriate habitats such as wetlands, ponds, wet meadows, and riparian areas. Common waterfowl
species found within the project area include Canada goose, mallard, northern pintail, gadwall, American
wigeon, and cinnamon, green-winged and blue-winged teal (USFWS 2005b).

Semi-desert shrublands and wet meadows support a variety of resident and seasonal nongame species.
Nongame mammals include such species as deer mouse, silky pocket mouse, meadow vole, Ord’s
kangaroo rat, thirteen-lined ground squirrel, Gunnison’s prairie dog, and northern pocket gopher (USFWS
2005b). Small mammals provide a substantial prey base for the area’s predators including mammals
(coyote, badger, skunk), raptors (eagles, hawks, falcons, owls), and reptile species.

Bird species common to semi-desert shrublands include the horned lark, mourning dove, western
meadowlark, and loggerhead shrike. Upland grassland habitats have the potential to support grassland-
dependent species such as burrowing owl, long-billed curlew, and a variety of sparrows. The sagebrush-
dominated habitats are also home to the declining sage thrasher and the Gunnison sage-grouse (USFWS
2012a). Migratory birds and special status bird species potentially occurring in the project area are
discussed in Section 3.3.5 and Section 3.3.6.

Several bat species may occur within the project area, including Brazilian free-tailed bat, western small-
footed myotis, long-eared myotis, long-legged myotis, hoary bat, and Townsend’s big-eared bat.
Shorebirds and waterbirds are found throughout the project area in appropriate habitats such as wetlands,
ponds, wet meadows, and riparian areas (Fitzgerald et al. 1994). The arid nature of the region restricts
amphibians largely to wetlands and riparian corridors; these areas provide habitat for the short-horned
lizard, bull snake, western garter snake, tiger salamander, chorus frog, Great Plains toad, Woodhouse’s
toad, Plains spadefoot toad, and northern leopard frog (USFWS 2005b).

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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Habitat for aquatic biological resources has undergone intense anthropogenic changes throughout the
project area, particularly from water diversions (USFWS 2012a). Despite this, waters within the project
area provide habitat for a variety of amphibians, fishes, aquatic insects and macroinvertebrates. Common
amphibians and fish species in the SLV include tiger salamander, western chorus frog, Great Plains toad,
plains spadefoot, northern leopard frog, brown trout, brook trout, and rainbow trout. Most fish species
within the Valley prefer stream bottom substrates with clean gravel and low sedimentation (BLM 2013).
The composition of fish species in the South Arkansas River are similar to those in the SLV, with other
common species including white sucker and longnose sucker (LTUA 2014). Macroinvertebrate
populations are inherently unstable and difficult to quantify; however, a wide variety of aquatic insects,
insect larvae, crustaceans (e.g., amphipods), and snails would be expected to occur within the project
area. More diverse invertebrate communities occur in areas with a variety of stream substrates (LTUA
2014; BLM 2013).

The ROWSs within the project area intersect with important big game ranges including mule deer,
pronghorn, and elk severe winter range and concentration areas (see Figure 3-1). Incidental wildlife
observed during goshawk surveys performed in 2013 along Transmission Line 6905 include Clark’s
nutcracker, turkey vulture, mountain bluebird, Cassin’s sparrow, warbling vireo, plumbeous vireo, brown
creeper, mountain chickadee, broad-tailed hummingbird, cottontail rabbit, chipmunks, other small birds
and small rodents. During habitat surveys in 2013, a white-tailed jackrabbit was observed at structure 240.
Incidental wildlife observed during surveys in 2013 along Transmission Line 6920 include mountain
bluebird, broad-tailed hummingbird, bushtit, warbler spp. sparrow spp., cottontail rabbit, other small birds
and small rodents.

The project area on the Mosca to Moffat section of Transmission Line 6905 is surrounded by high-quality
wildlife habitat outside of the largely grazed and agricultural areas of the SLV. The surrounding
mountains and open space contain a diverse assemblage of wildlife. The ROW area, however, is mostly
located within a few hundred feet of Highway 17, a well travelled road connecting the north and the south
ends of the valley, resulting in a low diversity of plant and animals species. Common wildlife species in
the area include mourning dove, swallows, cottontail rabbit, and horned lark. Mammals seen during the
natural resources site surveys include white-tailed jackrabbit, elk, cottontail rabbit, and coyote. Many
burrows were observed that appeared to house small rodents. None were observed that were large enough
to have been used by burrowing owls. Additional incidental wildlife observed during 2013 surveys along
Transmission Line 6920 include broad-tailed hummingbird, western wood-pewee, and small rodents.

3.3.4.2 Environmental Effects

3.3.4.2.1  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Since the Proposed Action would rebuild existing transmission lines within the same ROWSs, the impact
analyses for wildlife resources focused on potential direct and indirect effects to resident and migratory
wildlife from construction and operation of the new transmission line in sensitive or important habitats
for area wildlife species. There may be some unavoidable non-significant direct impacts on wildlife such
as a reduction or alteration of vegetation, habitat fragmentation, and animal displacement. Additionally,
there may be an increase in non-significant indirect impacts such as noise, human presence in sensitive
habitats, and vehicle-related mortalities. However, the effects on wildlife species would depend on factors
such as the sensitivity of the species, seasonal use patterns, type and timing of proposed project activity,
and physical parameters (e.g., topography, cover, forage, and climate). Impacts on wildlife as a result of
the proposed project would be minimized by implementation of the BMPs and design features described
in Table 2-4.
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Figure 3-1. Big Game Ranges in Project Area
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Habitat fragmentation could occur directly as a result of the proposed access roads and indirectly as a
result of increased noise or dust; increased human presence; and other more subtle changes to the
environment causing wildlife to avoid otherwise suitable habitats. Temporary indirect habitat
fragmentation can be expected from the increased level of traffic and activity along the ROWSs. Increased
noise and human presence along the ROWSs during line construction would directly limit wildlife use of
these areas in the short term. Adverse effects of noise on different species of wildlife vary with the
intensity and the duration of the disturbance. Effects can range from temporary avoidance of the area
during construction to long-term effects, shifts in home range, and altered reproductive success. Some
breeding birds could be limited in their ability to temporarily relocate during periods of disturbance
because of fidelity to nests and unfledged young. This could result in nest abandonment and failure. Due
to their lack of mobility, amphibians in terrestrial habitats could be impacted by construction activities.
Impacts could range from direct mortality due to being crushed by construction equipment to
experiencing localized reduction of recruitment from loss of habitat.

Indirect impacts on big game species (elk, mule deer, and pronghorn) could result from the habitat
disturbance and increased noise and human activity during construction. The loss of some available
vegetation would be long-term. Big game animals could potentially be displaced from the portions
of their seasonal ranges crossed by the proposed project. Potential effects of displacement could vary,
based on species, season, and type of activity. No known critical big game migratory corridors would be
impacted by the Proposed Action. Seasonal restrictions on activities as outlined in Table 2-4 would
reduce disturbance to birthing animals and animals with dependent young. Other measures would include
restricting vehicle traffic to existing roads and vehicle speed restrictions to reduce potential for road kill
accidents. Impacts on mountain lions and black bears would be expected to be minimal, based on the
infrequent occurrence of these species within the project area.

Impacts on small game would be greater than those on large game because they are limited in their ability
to temporarily relocate during periods of disturbance because of their smaller size. Temporary
disturbances and habitat losses could result in an increased vulnerability to predators and increased
competition for food and shelter. Localized impacts to small game breeding and survival rates could
occur. BMPs and design features described for big game species would help reduce impacts on small
game species.

Project construction could result in direct mortality of small, less mobile mammals within the ROW
construction corridors, but impacts would be minor as overall disturbance would be small and short-term.
Other direct impacts also could include short-term displacement during construction and minor, short-
term loss of habitat. Many of the smaller mammal species have high reproductive potential and are
common in surrounding habitats. Construction-related direct impacts to other mammals, including
foraging bats, would be minor and short term.

Potential impacts to reptiles and amphibians potentially occurring within the construction areas would be
limited to possible direct short-term loss of individual burrowing animals from equipment use and
structure placement in the short term and reduction in prey in the long-term. However, no population-
level impacts to either reptile or amphibian species would occur.

Short- and long-term, negligible, adverse impacts on aquatic biological resources would be expected
under Alternative A. Aquatic biological resources are inherently susceptible to changes in hydrology,
water quality, and sedimentation. Increased sedimentation and stormwater runoff could impact water
quality by increasing turbidity levels that would affect small fish and invertebrate species. Additionally,
any pollutants carried by stormwater runoff near clearing activities could more easily enter bodies of
water because the reduction in vegetation and soil compaction would provide a less effective buffer
between staging and habitat areas. However, only 1.5 miles of surface water are crossed by the
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transmission line ROWSs and relatively few wetland habitats would be directly impacted. The new
alignments could be moved up to 30 feet east or west of the existing alignments to avoid or reduce
impacts on water resources and associated aquatic biological resources.

Once ground disturbing activities were completed, Xcel would conduct revegetation to individual plant
density of at least 70 percent pre-disturbance levels, or implement equivalent permanent erosion reduction
methods, reducing the long-term impacts from sedimentation. Other BMPs identified in the SWMP,
including diversion structures, silt fences, and retention ponds, would reduce impacts on aquatic resources
further. If a spill or leak were to occur, BMPs would be implemented to contain the spill and minimize the
extent of associated contamination. The risk of the pentachlorophenol associated with the structure poles
affecting biological resources is considered negligible. An environmental risk assessment of
pentachlorophenol conducted by the USEPA in 2008 indicated that typical concentrations of
pentachlorophenol in terrestrial and aquatic environments from wood treatment uses are not expected to
be of sufficient quantity or duration to adversely impact terrestrial or aquatic organisms (USEPA 2008).

Upgrade of road access and stormwater drainage points in the project area would be required, resulting in
short-term, minor, adverse impacts on water quality, due to an increase in turbidity from a disturbance in
sediments and potential for contaminants to enter into water bodies during construction activities, such as
through leaks or spills from equipment.

Intermittent, negligible, adverse impacts on aquatic biological resources would be expected from
maintenance activities that require periodic tree and brush clearing every 5 to 15 years, as needed. BMPs
for construction activities would be implemented, as necessary, to reduce potential impacts on aquatic
biological resources from maintenance activities (see Table 2-4).

BLM Lands

Potential impacts to terrestrial wildlife species from proposed project construction on BLM-
administered lands would be similar to those discussed above for the overall project area. Although
the ROWs intersect important big game ranges on BLM lands, including mule deer, pronghorn, and elk
severe winter range and concentration areas, seasonal restrictions on construction and the limited area of
construction along the ROW would minimize impacts to wintering animals. Other measures would
include restricting vehicle traffic to existing roads and vehicle speed restrictions to reduce potential for
road Kill accidents. Therefore, potential short-term impacts to big game species would not be significant
during proposed project construction.

Forest Service Lands

Potential impacts to terrestrial wildlife species from proposed project construction on Forest Service
lands would be similar to those discussed above for the overall project area. Although the ROWSs
intersect with important mule deer and elk ranges on the Forest Service lands, appropriate seasonal
restrictions on construction would be incorporated into the proposed project design requirements to lessen
impacts to wildlife.

State Lands

Potential impacts to terrestrial wildlife species from proposed project construction on State lands would
be similar to those discussed above for the overall project area. Although the ROWSs intersect with
important big game ranges on State lands including elk production areas and pronghorn severe winter
and concentration areas, appropriate seasonal restrictions on construction would be incorporated into the
proposed project design requirements to lessen impacts to wildlife.
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Private Lands

Potential impacts to terrestrial wildlife species from proposed project construction on private lands
would be similar to those discussed above for the overall project area.

3.3.4.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

Short-term impacts to wildlife under Alternative B would be similar to, but greater than, those described
under Alternative A. Because burial of the transmission lines would require clearing of a width of up to
100 feet and extensive excavation to accommodate the trenches within occupied GuSG habitat , there
would be a greater relative short-term impact in this area to wildlife. The clearing and excavation to
accommodate the trench construction would occur in important big game ranges, resulting in habitat
disturbance and increased noise and human activity during and following construction. Big game
animals could be displaced from seasonal ranges crossed by the proposed project.

Impacts on aquatic biological resources would be similar, but more intense, than those described under
Alternative A. As a result, short- and long-term, minor, adverse impacts on water resources would be
expected. Ground disturbing activities would require the excavation of trenches to bury the transmission
line for approximately 6.7 miles (see Figure 2-6), which would increase the potential for increased
erosion into bodies of water. Expansion of the width of the ROW would occur within the San Luis
Watershed and portions of Kerber and Kelly creeks, with trenching occurring within portions of Kerber
Creek. These bodies of water provide habitat for a variety of aquatic organisms. Sediment and erosion
control BMPs such as backfilling and revegetating trenches once the lines were buried would reduce
impacts to aquatic biological resources. The new alignment could also be moved up to 30 feet east or west
of the existing alignment to avoid or minimize impacts on water resources. If a spill or leak were to occur,
BMPs would be implemented to contain the spill and minimize the potential for, and extent of, associated
contamination.

Over the long-term, maintenance activities would be similar, but less intense, than those described under
Alternative A. Vegetation management would occur with similar frequency as Alternative A, since the
vegetation in the area of the buried transmission line would be primarily sagebrush which does not exceed
ground-to-conductor clearance requirements. The transmission lines would still be patrolled and
inspections would still be required; however, maintenance and repairs on the buried lines would be less
frequent and would be conducted through permanent concrete vaults and would not generally involve
ground disturbing activities.

3.34.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, displacement of terrestrial wildlife species would not occur during
proposed project construction. Potential loss of burrowing mammals, aquatic biological resources,
birds, or reptiles would be similar to the current level associated with periodic line maintenance
activities, although the frequency of emergency repairs would be expected to increase as the structural
integrity and functionality of the structures deteriorate.

3.35  Migratory Birds

The Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) protects the majority of birds in the United States, with the
exception of non-native species and non-migratory species, and various grouse and quail species. The
majority of the bird species occurring within the SLV are protected under the MBTA. Additionally, the
bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) and golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) are protected under the Bald
and Golden Eagle Protection Act.
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3.35.1 Affected Environment

A wide range of migratory bird species, including neotropical migrants (birds that breed in North America
and winter in the neotropical region of South America) occupy the project area. Representative bird
species breeding in the project region include yellow warbler, song sparrow, western wood pewee, black-
billed magpie, American crow, western meadowlark, and a number of raptor species (USFWS 2011a).
The SLV also hosts an array of hawks, falcons, owls, and eagles throughout the year. Abundant food
sources (e.g., rodents, waterfowl) are found throughout the numerous wetlands, wet meadows, ponds,
lakes, and streams that occur in the Valley. Red-tailed hawks, Swainson’s hawks, and American kestrels
nest in the vicinity of the project area, primarily in trees and snags scattered along creeks and irrigation
ditches. Northern harriers and short-eared owls likely nest in dense vegetation found in wet meadows and
marshes. Great horned and long-eared owls likely nest in the project vicinity in deciduous trees found
along riparian areas and are likely to occur in the banks of incised creeks and irrigation ditches (USFWS
2011a).

Prairie falcons are common year-round residents within the project area and use various habitats
extensively for feeding and resting. Species such as ferruginous hawk, rough-legged hawk, northern
harrier, short-eared owl, and golden and bald eagles are common winter residents within the project area
(USFWS 2011a). Passerine or songbird species also occupy the entire range of habitats found within the
project area. There are 8 birds on the migratory birds of concern list for Alamosa, Chaffee, Rio Grande,
and Saguache Counties (Table 3-7).

Table 3-7. Migratory Birds of Concern in Project Area

Species Name Bird of Conservation Seasonal Occurrence in
P Concern (BCC) Project Area

Brewer's Sparrow .
(Spizella breweri) Yes Breeding
Brown-c_apped Rosy_-flnch Yes Wintering, Year-round
(Leucosticte australis)
Grace's Warbler .
(Dendroica graciae) es Breeding
Gunnison Sage-g_rquse Yes Year-round
(Centrocercus minimus)
Mountain plover .
(Charadrius montanus) ves Breeding
Pinyon Jay :
(Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus) Yes Year-round
Prairie Falc_o n Yes Year-round
(Falco mexicanus)
Willow Flycatcher ;
(Empidonax traillii) Yes Breeding

Avian species observed on BLM lands along Transmission Line 9811 during surveys completed in 2013
include Steller’s jay, tree swallow, western tanager, American robin, dark-eyed junco, Cooper’s hawk,
hairy woodpecker, lark sparrow, Brewer’s sparrow, sage thrasher, mountain bluebird, and American
kestrel. One inactive passerine nest was also found during surveys.
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Avian species observed on BLM lands along Transmission Line 6905 during surveys completed in 2013
include horned lark, Swainson’s hawk, red-tailed hawk, western meadowlark, western kingbird, black-
billed magpie, and lark sparrow. Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) has records of a Swainson’s hawk
nest 2,300 feet east of structures 3-5 along Transmission Line 6905.

Broadcast raptor surveys were conducted on August 12-15, 2013, with an emphasis on northern goshawk
(Accipiter gentilis), Mexican spotted owl (Strix occidentalis lucida), and flammulated owl (Psiloscops
flammeolus). Surveys occurred under suitable weather conditions (e.g., no rain and winds under 12 miles
per hour). The surveys were conducted by avian biologists trained in the application of Mexican spotted
owl, northern goshawk and other Forest Service survey protocols (Woodbridge and Hargis 2006, Fylling
et al. Undated, USFWS 2012b). Searches based on Forest Service protocols were modified to be
conducted at points along the transmission line corridor rather than at predetermined transects. Field
biologists established 19 call points at locations with habitat characteristics consistent with northern
goshawk, flammulated owl, or Mexican spotted owl use (i.e., mature Ponderosa pine/Douglas fir
dominated forest with snags, some brush or abundant deadfall). Broadcasts were conducted at each call
point one time. One adult and young northern goshawk were heard interacting in the northern parts of
Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 between BLM and private lands. One adult and one young northern
goshawk were heard interacting while biologists were evaluating habitat along Transmission Line 9811.
Biologists returned to the area in the evening and broadcast a call in an effort to locate the goshawk
individuals but were not able to do so.

An active Hammond’s flycatcher nest was observed in August 2013, at structure 31 on Transmission Line
6905, on Forest Service lands. One adult northern goshawk was observed flying from a perch west of
structure 13 along Transmission Line 6905 on Forest Service lands. Another adult northern goshawk was
observed soaring in open sagebrush south of where structure 17 enters open sagebrush habitat. During
calls for flammulated owl and Mexican spotted owl along the transmission line on private lands,
biologists heard two great horned owls approximately 0.25 to 0.5 mile west of the call point.

During the Moffat to Mosca survey, the following migratory birds were identified: mourning dove, red-
tailed hawk, golden eagle, cliff swallow, Swainson’s hawk, northern harrier, sage thrasher, Say’s phoebe,
horned lark, purple martin, western kingbird and turkey vulture. Whitewash (bird feces) was observed
beneath many transmission poles in the survey area, indicating birds were using cross-arms of the poles as
a perch. No nests supported by the poles were observed. One active nest was identified on the ground
after surveyors flushed an adult from the nest. The nest was identified as a mourning dove nest and was
observed at structure 17 along the agricultural ditch.

3.3.5.2 Environmental Effects

3.35.21  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Impacts to birds (songbirds, waterfowl, shorebirds, wading birds) from construction activities could result
from disturbance during the breeding season (April 15-August 31). In the project area, the breeding
season would extend from February 15 through August 31 for golden eagles, great horned owls, and
hawk species, with the season extending to October 31 for the burrowing owl within prairie dog
colonies. Construction during the nesting season could result in the direct, inadvertent loss of nests by
ground-nesting birds located within the surface disturbance areas or direct displacement of individual
birds in and adjacent to the ROWs from increased noise levels and human presence. Nest abandonment
could also occur for any species, due to increased habitat fragmentation, noise levels and human presence.
Displaced birds would increase intraspecific and interspecific competition for resources in their newly
occupied habitat. The increase in competition may cause reduced survival and fecundity in the displaced
species, along with species not located along the ROW. Potential displacement of breeding songbirds or
water birds could result in the loss of that breeding pair’s annual productivity, which would be a minor,
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short-term impact. However, the temporary nature of the proposed disturbances would minimize
potential impacts, and the breeding pair’s productivity would be expected to return the following breeding
season. If construction were to occur within the breeding season and if an active nest were encountered
during construction, Xcel would contact the applicable agency to discuss methods to reduce potential
effects, such as applying an avoidance buffer. Special status species that may nest in the project area are
addressed in Section 3.3.6.

The rebuilt transmission lines would be constructed in accordance with recommendations and standards
outlined in the Avian Power Line Interaction Committee’s (APLIC’s) Suggested Practices for Avian
Protection on Power Lines: The State of the Art in 2006 and Mitigating Bird Collisions with Power
Lines: The State of the Art in 1994. The new lines would not pose an electrocution risk to birds. Under
the Proposed Action, Transmission Line 9811 would be raised 5-10 feet, and Transmission Lines 6905
and 6920 would be raised 20-50 feet. The potential risk of birds colliding with the rebuilt overhead
transmission lines would depend on a number of factors. Specifically, utility structure type and location;
habitat use near transmission lines; and bird size, maneuverability, and flight behavior, are particularly
important in evaluating a species’ vulnerability to colliding with transmission lines (APLIC 2006).
Raising the height of the transmission lines may increase the risk of collision by a minor amount, as
higher lines often pose a slightly larger risk of collisions by birds, particularly if the lines are located
above adjacent natural and landscape features (APLIC 2012).

However, during migratory flights, the altitudes of most migrating bird species would be located above
transmission line heights. Potential collision risk for migratory birds would be primarily limited to areas
where transmission lines cross important foraging and roosting habitats used during migration, and
collisions could occur as the birds land and take off within these areas. Studies suggest that the majority
of bird collisions occur with the smallest diameter wire, which is typically the shield wire located above
the phase conductors on transmission lines. Most collisions occur mid-span (APLIC 2012). Therefore,
marking the shield wires on transmission lines is the most appropriate bird collision deterrent. A common
observation in collision studies is that birds show the ability to avoid a transmission line if they see the
lines early enough. Many of these studies indicate that collision risk can be lowered by more than half
and, in some cases, by as much as 80% after lines have been marked (APLIC 2012).

There are three general types of line marking devices: aerial marker spheres, spirals, and suspended
devices (swinging, flapping, and fixed) (APLIC 2012). Proven documentation indicating one method is
better than the other does not exist, since several factors may exist when a collision occurs. However,
another study found that different species may respond differently to marking, implying that species-
specific patterns should be explored prior to marking (Barrientos et al. 2012).

Increased raptor abundance has been documented in landscapes fragmented by manmade structures, such
as fence posts and transmission lines. These vertical structures may enhance raptor foraging and predation
efficiency because of increased availability of perch, nesting, and roosting sites (APLIC 2012). During
the natural resource surveys, red-tailed hawks, Cooper’s hawks, and kestrels were observed perched on
the existing poles of Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905. These and other raptor species are likely to
forage in this area. Stick nests of red-tailed hawks were observed on structures 292 and 300 in the
occupied GuSG area on Transmission Line 6905. One nest appeared inactive (structure 300). The nest
located on structure 292 was undetermined, but it was likely inactive.

The rebuilt transmission lines would be marked as appropriate to prevent avian collision incidents. By
incorporating this protection measure and the proposed seasonal restrictions outlined in CPW’s Raptor
Buffer Guidelines, the potential impacts to both resident and migratory birds from the Proposed Action
would be minimized.
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BLM Lands

Potential impacts to migratory birds from proposed project construction on BLM- administered lands
would be similar to those discussed above for the overall project area. A Brewer’s sparrow, a
migratory bird of concern, was observed along Transmission Line 9811 on BLM lands, but no nests were
observed at the time of survey in or near the ROW. No active nests were observed during 2013 surveys on
BLM lands; however, CPW has records of a Swainson’s hawk nest 2,300 feet east of structures 3-5 along
Transmission Line 6905. If an active raptor nest is documented within 0.25 miles or an active bird nest is
located within the proposed disturbance area during construction, the nest would be flagged and
coordination with BLM would occur to determine appropriate avoidance measures and buffer
requirements to reduce potential impacts.

Forest Service Lands

Potential impacts to migratory birds from project construction on Forest Service lands would be similar
to those discussed above for the overall project area. Although adult northern goshawks were observed
along Transmission Line 6905 on Forest Service lands, no nests were found in or near the ROW.
Following a second year of goshawk surveys in the area in 2014, the Forest Service determined that there
is no active goshawk territory on Poncha Pass (Shively 2014a).

State Lands

Potential impacts to migratory birds from proposed project construction on State lands would be similar to
those discussed above for the overall project area. A Brewer’s sparrow, a migratory bird of concern, was
observed along Transmission Line 6905 on State lands, but no nests were found in or near the ROW.

Private Lands

Potential impacts to migratory birds from project construction on private lands would be similar to
those discussed above for the overall project area.

3.3.5.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

Burial on portions of the transmission lines would result in greater short-term impacts but fewer long-
term adverse impacts on migratory birds. Short-term minor adverse impacts would be associated with the
increase in ground disturbing activities during trenching and line burial. Long-term adverse impacts
associated with collision risk would decrease as a result of burying portions of the transmission lines and
would, specifically, be eliminated in those areas where the lines are actually buried. Nesting, foraging,
and breeding birds would not be as great a target of predation by raptors and corvids in this area because
pole perches would also be eliminated in those areas where the lines are buried. The potential effects
would be the same on all land owners in the project area. Overall impacts to migratory birds from
Alternative B would be considered minor.

3.35.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, no minor, short-term loss of annual breeding productivity for isolated
breeding birds would occur. No additional line segments would be marked and the avian collision risk
with the existing transmission line would continue to be an indirect, minor to moderate impact in the
long-term. Increased levels of emergency repairs could result in minor impacts to breeding birds since
these activities could occur during the nesting season.

3.3.6  Special Status Species

Special-status species include federally-listed species that are protected under the Endangered Species Act
(ESA), species designated as state endangered or threatened by CPW, state species of concern identified
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by CPW, and sensitive species identified by BLM and the Forest Service. The potential for the presence
of special status species on BLM, Forest Service, state, and private lands was reviewed for the project
area, based on data obtained from the USFWS Information, Planning, and Conservation System (USFWS
2014b), BLM Colorado State Director’s Species List, Forest Service Sensitive Species in Pike and San
Isabel National Forests, and the CPW Threatened and Endangered List. Federally-listed species were
identified for all four counties in the project area (Alamosa, Chaffee, Rio Grande, and Saguache). These
species, their associated habitats, and their potential for occurrence within the project area are
summarized in Appendix B. Occurrence potential within the project area was evaluated for each species
based on their habitat requirements and/or known distribution.

3.3.6.1 Affected Environment

3.3.6.1.1  Federally Listed

Four Federally-listed species occur or have suitable habitat in the project area: the endangered
southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax trailii extimus), the threatened Canada lynx (Lynx
canadensis); the threatened Mexican spotted owl; and, the threatened Gunnison Sage-grouse (GuSG)
(Centrocercus minimus). Under Section 7 of the ESA, a Biological Assessment (BA) has been prepared
for the proposed project, for review by the USFWS to analyze the potential effects to these species.

Southwestern willow flycatcher. The northern extent of the current known range of the southwestern
willow flycatcher is in the southernmost portions of Utah and Colorado (USFWS 2002). In 2013, the
USFWS designated stream segments in 24 Management Units found in six Recovery Units as
southwestern willow flycatcher critical habitat. Critical habitat encompasses approximately 1,227 miles of
streams in California, Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Arizona and New Mexico. In Colorado, there are two
Management Units, the San Juan Management Unit which is in the southwestern corner of the state and
approximately 83 miles from the closest extent of the project area, and the San Luis Valley Management
Unit which is in Alamosa and Costilla counties. The closest extent of the San Luis Valley Management
Unit is 16 miles from the southern end of the project area, with the closest portion occurring in the
Alamosa National Wildlife Refuge (USFWS 2013b).

Southwestern willow flycatchers require dense riparian vegetation consisting of a continuum of plant
composition and vegetation structure for breeding.  This habitat is often characterized by
cottonwood/willow trees and even invasive species such as tamarisk. Southwestern willow flycatchers
also use riparian habitat or patches, unsuitable for nest placement (the vegetation structure is too short or
sparse, or the patch of vegetation is too small), along major drainages in the Southwest for migration
stopovers (USFWS 2002).

Field and desktop surveys conducted in 2013 and 2014, indicate there is no suitable habitat on federal
lands within the project area. The wetland habitat throughout the SLV includes diverse open water,
emergent wetland, and wet meadow habitat types; however, it does not typically provide habitat for the
southwestern willow flycatcher. Documented habitat for the flycatcher that does occur in the SLV
includes dense willow patches along the Saguache Creek, Rio Grande, and Conejos River (RGWCD 2012
and USFWS 2011b; 2013b). Although this type of riparian habitat has been mapped along San Luis Creek
approximately 2.5 miles from the project area, there have been no known flycatcher detections in that area
(RGWCD 2012). Marginal habitat could exist in narrow roadside drainages and smaller patches of willow
at the edge of narrow streams and wetlands; however, these areas do not provide the density and structure
required for the flycatcher nesting and breeding. Riparian habitats in the northern portion of the project
area along the South Arkansas River were classified as Narrowleaf Cottonwood-Sandbar Willow,
Narrowleaf Cottonwood-Sedge, Willow-Sedge/Rush Community, and Sedge-Brome communities. This
habitat also lacks the density and structure necessary for southwestern willow flycatcher breeding and
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nesting. Additionally, southwestern willow flycatcher is not known to occur in this drainage (RGWCD
2012).

Canada lynx. From 1999 to 2006, researchers captured 218 Canada lynx in Alaska and Canada and
released them into high-elevation forests in western Colorado, including a release point on Forest Service
land at Poncha Pass. The Canada lynx introduced into Colorado uses high elevation mature Engelmann
spruce/subalpine fir and aspen vegetation types within Colorado as habitat. This includes montane and
subalpine forests, as well as adjacent areas of quaking aspen, mountain shrub, and willow communities;
however, they avoid lower elevation montane forests of Douglas-fir and ponderosa pine (Theobold and
Shenk 2011; USFWS 2013a). Forage and denning habitats are most often spruce, fir, early seral and moist
lodgepole pine, white fir, aspen, and moist Douglas-fir, with developing understory of spruce-fir and
aspen in the subalpine zone and timberline. Throughout its range, Canada lynx typically inhabits moist
boreal forests that have cold, snowy winters and a high-density snowshoe hare prey base (USFWS
2005a). The montane and subalpine forest ecosystems in Colorado are naturally highly fragmented, which
limits the size of the Canada lynx population.

No viable populations of Canada lynx were documented in Colorado prior to the state’s introduction
efforts (USFWS 2013a). Of the original 218 Canada lynx introduced in Colorado, 122 (56 percent) had
died by June 2010. Of those remaining, some have established home ranges in Colorado and produced
kittens. Some have also dispersed from Colorado into northern New Mexico, northeastern Utah, and
southern and western Wyoming, none of which have been documented to successfully reproduce
(Theobald and Shenk 2011; USFWS 2013a). Individual Canada lynx maintain large home ranges
generally between 12 to 83 square miles. When their primary prey, the snowshoe hare (Lepus
americanus) is less abundant, Canada lynx can make long distance exploratory movements outside their
home ranges during which time they would have the potential to traverse habitat within the project area
(USFWS 2005a).

As a result of the Canada Lynx Conservation Assessment and Strategy (Ruediger et al. 2000), 38
Southern Rockies Lynx Linkage Areas were described in the 2008 Southern Rockies Lynx Amendment.
One of these linkage areas is associated with the project area at Poncha Pass. The Poncha Pass linkage
area connects central Colorado to southern Colorado in an area where topography and habitat are
constricted near Poncha Pass.

According to the 2008 Southern Rockies Lynx Amendment, linkage areas are not connected “corridors”
which imply only travel routes, they are broad areas of habitat where animals can find food, shelter, and
security. Lynx habitat consists of naturally variable or fragmented vegetation community types mediated
by slope exposure, elevation, and landform. Within a landscape such as this, with alpine tundra, open
valleys, shrubland communities and dry southern and western exposures, lynx are adapted to traveling 24
miles between suitable habitat patches (Ruggiero et al. 2000).

A limited amount of denning and winter foraging habitat for the Canada lynx has been mapped by the
Forest Service within the project area (Figure 3-2). Specifically, 125.45 acres of potential Canada lynx
habitat overlays the existing ROWSs for Transmission Lines 6905 and 9811. Ponderosa pine/aspen groves
comprised the forest canopy cover in the areas adjacent to the ROW, providing greater than 75 percent
canopy cover and consisting of Engelmann spruce, blue spruce, ponderosa pine, and quaking aspen, all of
which had very limited understory. While Engelmann spruce are common in the area, subalpine firs,
which are an important component for lynx habitat, were not reported as a dominant species. In open
areas, groundcover is dominated by big sagebrush. The ROW is maintained and is generally free of large
diameter trees. The Forest Service has not reported any incidental sightings of Canada lynx in the project
area (Shively 2014b).
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Mexican Spotted Owl. Mexican spotted owls (MSOs) generally use a wider variety of forest conditions
for foraging than they use for nesting or roosting. Most of the habitat areas that support MSOs in the
United States are on federal lands, primarily administered by the Forest Service, and to a lesser degree,
the BLM (Wrigley et al. 2012). Critical habitat is comprised of mixed conifer habitat that includes high
basal area of large diameter trees; moderate to high canopy closure; wide range of tree sizes suggestive of
uneven-aged stands; high snag basal area; high volumes of fallen trees and other woody debris; high plant
species richness, including hardwoods; and adequate levels of residual plant cover to maintain fruits,
seeds, and regeneration to provide for the needs of MSO prey species (e.g., small mammals, rabbits,
insects, etc.). In canyon habitat, requirements include cooler and often more humid conditions than the
surrounding area; clumps or stringers of trees and/or canyon walls containing crevices, ledges, or caves;
higher percent of ground litter and woody debris; and riparian or woody vegetation (USFWS 2004).

Although no critical habitat for MSO is in or near the project area, potential habitat for MSO has been
mapped by the Forest Service along the Poncha Pass portion at the northern end of Transmission Lines
6905 (at structures 28 and 29) and 9811 (at structures 36-37 and 45-46) (Shively 2014a) (See Figure 3-2).
Approximately 6.73 acres of potential MSO habitat overlays the existing ROWSs for Transmission Lines
6905 and 9811. MSO call surveys were conducted on Transmission Lines 6905 and 9811 as described in
Section 3.3.5.1. with no birds detected during those surveys. The Forest Service has not reported any
incidental sightings of MSO in the project area (Shively 2014b).

Owils are active at night, reducing the risk of human encounters during the day. No proposed project work
would involve nighttime activities in suitable owl habitat. The elevation of the MSO habitat ranges from
8,240 to 10,000 feet with steep slopes. The forest canopy cover in the areas surrounding the ROW were
greater than 75 percent and consisted of Engelmann spruce, blue spruce (Picea pungens), ponderosa pine,
and quaking aspen, described as ponderosa pine/aspen groves with limited understory. The ROW was
generally free of large diameter trees.

Gunnison Sage-Grouse. The GuSG, listed as threatened in November 2014, uses a variety of habitats
throughout the year, but the primary component necessary is big sagebrush, which is used for hiding,
thermal cover, as well as a major source of food in the winter (USFWS 2014b; Wrigley et al. 2012).
Management of the GuSG on BLM-administered lands in Colorado and Utah is also guided by the BLM
National Sage-grouse Habitat Conservation Strategy (BLM 2004) and a series of Instruction Memoranda
(IM), including the May 2014 IM 2014-100. This IM sets forth a policy for BLM to “continue to apply
conservation measures to manage and conserve GuSG and its habitat and consider the [USFWS] advisory
recommendations for minimizing or avoiding adverse effects to GuSG” or its occupied habitat (BLM
2014). The planning, coordination, and BMP measures for this project are being developed and
completed in accordance with this guidance.

The GuSG use distinct seasonal habitats throughout their annual cycle for breeding, brood rearing, and
wintering with a high variation for how far they will travel from one seasonal habitat to another (Fedy et
al. 2012). The GuSG generally inhabit sagebrush grasslands, and nests are located in relatively contiguous
sagebrush habitat, typically within 2 to 4 miles of the lek which is the center of breeding activity
depending on the proximity to quality nesting habitat (Coates et al. 2013; Holloran and Anderson 2005;
Connelly et al. 2000). Broods are raised in wet, grassy areas near sagebrush. Winter habitat consists of
south and east facing slopes with minimal snow cover. Breeding season is March 15— July 1.

The Poncha Pass GuSG population, which is associated with this project area, is a small (16 individuals,
as of November, 2014), isolated population and is one of seven populations of GuSG remaining in
Colorado and Utah. The habitat for the Poncha Pass population includes all sagebrush and some forested
lands from the top of Poncha Pass south for about 8 miles on either side of U.S. Highway 285 to
approximately Villa Grove. The GuSG are believed to actively occupy fewer than 10,000-acres of this
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area due to the location of Highway 285 and the three transmission lines west of the highway (USFWS
2014c). The vegetation in this area is dominated by mountain big sagebrush, with some black sagebrush
(Artemisia nova) and oakbrush (Quercus spp.), especially in drainages. Sagebrush in this area is
considered extensive and continuous. San Luis Creek runs through the area, providing a year-round water
source and lush, wet meadow riparian habitat. The BLM manages 48% of the area, the Forest Service
manages 26%, 24% is in private holdings, and 2% is managed by the Colorado State Land (GUuSGRSC
2005). Unoccupied areas that occur within this area recently supported sagebrush-dominant communities,
but are currently in agricultural production or are currently subject to encroachment by coniferous trees or
shrubs, most commonly pinyon-juniper or mountain shrub communities (USFWS 2014d).

The population has been declining for years due to anthropogenic stresses reducing the sagebrush
population, which has been slowly replaced with irrigated agriculture, livestock grazing, residential
development, expansion of roads and power facilities, drought, invasive plants and unnatural fire patterns.
According to reports from the 1960s, GuSG historically occupied all big valley sagebrush habitats, but by
the 1950’s, all GuSG were thought to be gone from the area (GUSGRSC 2005). The Poncha Pass area was
considered a good potential site for transplanting sage-grouse. In 1971 and 1972, approximately 30 GuSG
from the Gunnison Basin were reintroduced at Poncha Pass by the Colorado Department of Wildlife (now
CPW) and the BLM. Due to lack of monitoring, it is not known how successful the reintroduction was,
but it is thought that the population continued to stabilize until 1992, when the area was inadvertently
opened to sage-grouse hunting and at least 30 grouse were harvested from the Poncha Pass population
(GUSGRSC 2005). Declining numbers since 1992 caused the Colorado Department of Wildlife to initiate
additional transplants with GuSG from the Gunnison Basin in 2000, 2001 and 2003 (GuSGRSC 2005).

In 2005, only one lek was confirmed in the area, which is located on BLM-administered land just north of
Poncha Pass (GUSGRSC 2005). In 2013, no active leks were detected (CPW 2014). Because of the small
size of the Poncha Pass population, the Poncha Pass Conservation Plan states that “...there is a strong
possibility that this population will disappear unless another reintroduction is undertaken” (PPCP 2000).
The population goal in the Conservation Plan is to have two active leks with a minimum of 10 males/lek,
for an estimated minimum spring population of 81 individuals. The plan estimates the maximum
sustainable population under optimum conditions to be 180 individuals (PPCP 2000).

CPW initiated a GuSG repopulation project in fall of 2013 at Poncha Pass. Seventeen birds were released
in October 2013 and additional birds were released in April, May and June 2014. Six males were counted
in the Poncha Pass population during the Spring of 2014; however, no subsequent evidence of
reproduction was found (USFWS 2014c). Table 3-8 lists mortalities that have been documented in
reintroduced birds beginning October 2013, and the interpretation of the cause of the fatality by the field
investigator.

Table 3-8. Poncha Pass Gunnison Sage-Grouse Fatality Data

Date Finding
October 16, Juvenile recorded dead; mortality likely due to previous leg injury and environmental
2013 stress of recent transplant. No predation to this bird occurred.

Adult male was found between two transmission lines on the west side of US 285 and

November 13, north of Alder Creek. Cause of death likely due to collision with transmission line in

2013 :

flight.
November 14, Juvenile (unknown gender) was found between Swidinski Creek and Lone Tree Creek
2013 and east of US 285. Cause of death likely due to raptor.

January 8, 2014 | The necklace of a juvenile male was found in a pile of feathers with only avian tracks
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around the site. No terrestrial predator tracks were seen going to or leaving the site.
Cause of mortality unknown, however, the likely cause was raptor.

April 10, 2014 Adult female was found dead under one of the large transmission lines.

Female of unknown age. This female was newly transplanted spring 2014. Cause of

April 30,2014 | 0ot appeared to be raptor related.

Captive-reared female found two weeks after transplant. Death appears from

Late May, 2014 | -\ ation.

Captive-reared female found two weeks after transplant. Death appears to have

Late May, 2014 | J.© ed from bobcat(s).

Captive-reared female found two weeks after transplant. Death appears to have

Late May, 2014 .
occurred from avian predators or scavengers.

June 11, 2014 Adult male found. Cause of death unknown.

July 28, 2014 Adult male found. Cause of death unknown.

Source: CPW 2014

Primary Constituent Elements (PCEs), which are physical and biological features essential to the
conservation of a threatened species, are used for the designation of critical habitat (USFWS 2014d).
These PCEs occur at the landscape and seasonally specific levels. An area is only considered critical
habitat if it meets the landscape-scale PCE and one or more of the seasonally specific PCEs. The
landscape PCE for the GuSG includes extensive areas with vegetation composed primarily of sagebrush
plant communities (at least 25 percent of primarily sagebrush land cover within a 1.5 kilometer [0.9 mile]
radius of any given location), of sufficient size and configuration to encompass all seasonal habitats for a
given population of GuSG, and which facilitate movements within and among populations. Once an area
meets the landscape-scale PCE, then particular sites are considered critical habitats if they also meet one
or more of the seasonally specific PCEs (USFWS 2014d).

The Poncha Pass area, for reasons unknown, is not a landscape capable of supporting a population of
GuSG because the population has repeatedly declined to the point of extirpation (USFWS 2014d). The
unique history of the grouse’s repeated extirpation from this particular area, as well as the lack of
evidence of the landscape-scale PCE, are the most compelling reasons why this area was not designated
as critical habitat (USFWS 2014d). The threat of extinction of the Poncha Pass GuSG population is
considered relatively high (40-60% extinction probability over a 50-year time period) without additional
interventions, because of its small size the limited opportunity for habitat expansion to improve the
outlook for the population. There are some risks to GuSG and their habitat from residential development,
recreation, and mining. An additional threat to the Poncha Pass population of GuSG includes the presence
of transmission lines, which is influenced by avian predators utilizing the additional perches (GBSGSC
2013).

Two biologists conducted pedestrian surveys within the 75-foot ROW for Transmission Line 6905 and
within the 100-ft ROW for Transmission 9811 through occupied Poncha Pass GuSG habitat in August
2013. In addition, a biologist conducted a follow-up survey in July 2014 to document any raptors that
may be present in the area, as well as any of their perching behaviors and/or flight patterns. During these
surveys, neither GuSG nor signs of GuSG were observed within the ROWSs. The vegetation inventoried
within the ROWs located in occupied GuSG habitat ranged from poor (structures 157-158) to good
(structures 1S-119) quality; most habitat was considered moderate quality. Good quality habitat consisted
of sagebrush as the dominant vegetation with blue grama, broom snakeweed (Gutierrezia sarothrae), and
rabbitbrush (Chrysothamnus spp.). Poor to moderate quality consisted of big sagebrush and blue grama as
dominants with mixed coniferous trees at some locations. Prairie sagewort (Artemisia frigida) and forbs
consisting of primarily lupine (Lupinus spp.) were also common in the understory.
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3.3.6.1.2  State and Federal Sensitive Species

State listed; State species of concern; and, BLM and Forest Service sensitive species, with a high potential
to occur in the project area include: Gunnison’s prairie dog (Cynomys gunnisoni), bald eagle (Haliaeetus
leucocephalus), Brewer’s sparrow (Spizella breweri), Northern goshawk (Accipiter gentilis), Northern
harrier (Circus cyaneus), and the Olive-sided flycatcher (Contopus cooperi).

State listed; State species of concern; and, BLM and Forest Service sensitive species, with a moderate
potential to occur in the project area include fringed myotis (Myotis thysanodes), hoary bat (Lasiurus
cinereus), northern pocket gopher (Thomomys talpoides agrestis), Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep (Ovis
canadensis canadensis), Townsend’s big-eared bat (Corynorhinus townsendii), American peregrine
falcon (Falco peregrinus anatum), ferruginous hawk (Buteo regalis), flammulated owl (Otus
flammeolus), golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos), white-faced ibis (Plegadis chihi), milk snake
(Lampropeltis triangulum), boreal toad (Anaxyrus boreas boreas), and the northern leopard frog (Rana
pipiens). Additionally, based on the field surveys completed of the ROWSs, two BLM-sensitive plant
species were identified with a moderate potential to occur in the project area: slender spiderflower
(Cleome multicaulis) and pale blue-eyed grass (Sisyrinchium pallidum). Full descriptions of the State
listed; State species of concern; and, BLM and Forest Service sensitive species with a high or moderate
potential to occur in the project area are included in Appendix B.

3.3.6.2 Environmental Effects

3.3.6.2.1  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Impacts on special status species from the Proposed Action would include disturbance and habitat
fragmentation. Specifically, direct impacts could include clearing of sensitive vegetation; mortalities of
less mobile wildlife species (e.g., small mammals and amphibians); nest abandonment; and, loss of eggs
or young as a result of increased predation or crushing from vehicles and equipment. Sources of direct
and indirect disturbance include increased human presence, vehicular traffic, and noise. Habitat
fragmentation would be minimal because a majority of the proposed project would occur within
previously disturbed ROW corridors and access roads and staging areas would be temporary. Impacts on
special status species would be minimized to the extent possible from protective measures associated with
implementation of this alternative. Vehicle traffic would be restricted to existing roads, thereby reducing
habitat fragmentation and habitat loss by limiting the construction of new roads. Upon completion of
earth disturbing activities, the access routes and staging area disturbances would be restored to their pre-
construction conditions.

Southwestern Willow Flycatcher. Construction activities are expected to have negligible effects on the
southwestern willow flycatcher. The majority of the wetland and riparian habitat in the project area is
classified as emergent wetland, except for the wetlands in the northern part of the project area which are
classified as Narrowleaf Cottonwood-Sandbar Willow, Narrowleaf Cottonwood-Sedge, Willow-
Sedge/Rush Community, and Sedge-Brome communities. In general, none of these wetlands contain the
structure and density required for suitable breeding and nesting habitat. The wetlands classified as
Narrowleaf Cottonwood-Sandbar Willow, Narrowleaf Cottonwood-Sedge, Willow-Sedge/Rush
Community, and Sedge-Brome communities in the northern part of the project area do have the potential
to serve as migration habitat. However, because the southwestern willow flycatcher are not known from
the Arkansas River drainage the potential for effect is negligible.

No indirect effects on southwestern willow flycatcher are expected to occur from the Proposed Action.
Because southwestern willow flycatcher are unlikely to occur near the project area due to lack of habitat,
indirect adverse effects on prey or effects such as a nesting failure associated with disturbance are not
anticipated. No indirect effects on riparian habitat known to serve as southwestern willow flycatcher
habitat outside of the project area are expected from the deposition of fill materials or increased erosion
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within the Rio Grande Watershed. Sediment and erosion control BMPs would be applied to reduce the
potential for deposition of contaminated substances into the watershed. Additionally, the surface waters in
the Rio Grande Watershed drain into a closed basin with no outlet drainage. Therefore, even in the event
of a BMP failure, no downstream effects in the known southwestern willow flycatcher habitat in the Rio
Grande outside of the project area are expected.

Canada Lynx. Construction activities would have the potential to indirectly impact Canada lynx and
their denning or winter foraging habitat; therefore, a BA for this species has been prepared for review by
the USFWS. The BA concluded that the implementation of the Proposed Action may affect, but is not
likely to adversely affect the Canada lynx. This determination is based on the negligible direct loss of
habitat. Disturbance to potential Canada lynx habitat would consist of approximately 0.815 acres of
clearing along Transmission Line 9811. Permanent disturbance includes approximately 0.005 acres due to
placement of 5 dual pole structures for Transmission Line 9811 and 6 single pole structures for
Transmission Line 6905. This direct habitat loss would be considered negligible. However, indirect
disturbance impacts may restrict access to habitat areas. Disturbance and fragmentation would occur in
the short-term and are not expected to result in abandonment of habitat. The limited area of construction
along the ROW relative to the amount of suitable denning and foraging habitat available adjacent to the
proposed project would minimize impacts to Canada lynx. Further, there is a very low probability of
encountering any individuals during construction activities.

Impacts associated with the rebuilding of the transmission lines are expected to be negligible for the
following reasons:

e The potential habitat that will be physically disturbed is relatively small (<1 percent) compared to
the available potentially suitable habitat in the vicinity of the proposed action;

e Potential for temporary displacement of individuals is reduced due to the amount of adjacent
suitable habitat;
The majority of the construction impacts will be temporary in the already disturbed ROW;

e Permanent physical impacts will only result from replacing towers that already exist in the ROW.

The Poncha Pass linkage area provides connectivity between lynx habitat in southern and central
Colorado; however, due to the narrow nature of the ROW and the lack of human occupation and/or use of
the ROW, it is not expected that this project will be perceived by the lynx as a barrier within the broader
Poncha Pass linkage area. Examples of human-mediated disturbance that are considered a degradation or
would have the potential to sever the linkage areas includes: four lane highways, high traffic volume
highways (two or four lanes), highways with parallel railroad routes, presence of numerous physical
impediments (Jersey and Texas rail type barriers), existing plans to upgrade or improve a highway
(widening, barrier installation), other developments along or nearby a road, or human developments
(towns, subdivisions, industrial developments) (Claar et al. 2003). This Proposed Action would not be
expected to pose a barrier for the lynx, as lynx pass through naturally fragmented landscapes and travel
many miles (more than 20 miles has been documented) to reach suitable habitat.

The BA concluded that the implementation of the Proposed Action would have no effect on critical
habitat as there is no Canada lynx critical habitat in Colorado. Following receipt of the BA, the USFWS
will review and issue their official determination on the potential effects.

Mexican Spotted Owl. Construction activities could have the potential to impact MSO and their habitat;
therefore, a BA has been prepared for review by the USFWS. Temporary disturbance to potential MSO
habitat includes approximately 0.253 acres of clearing along Transmission Line 9811. Permanent
disturbance, totaling 0.002 acres, includes installation of 3 dual pole structures on Transmission Line
9811 and 1 single pole structure on Transmission Line 6905. The BA concluded that the implementation
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of the Proposed Action may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the MSO or its habitat. This
determination is based on the negligible direct loss of potential habitat.

The proposed activities would occur within existing ROWSs, where tree removal regularly occurs to avoid
conflicts with the transmission lines; therefore, the potential suitable habitat within the ROWSs is minimal
and any changes in habitat would be negligible. Additionally, the topography and forest cover in the
project area lack the canyon features and dense canopy suitable for owl nesting or roosting habitat. The
construction area may serve as dispersal habitat, and areas of temporary disturbance would be
revegetated. Construction activities are not likely to impact MSO foraging activity because owls are
active at night, and construction will take place during the day. The most foreseeable chance to encounter
a MSO in the project area would be an individual roosting near the ROW, and that is unlikely due to the
quality of habitat.

The level of disturbance from pole replacement work could temporarily exceed typical disturbance levels
in the area. If any owls were present during project activities, they would be temporarily disturbed by
people, equipment, and occasional use of a helicopter. However, Delaney et al. (1999) found that ground-
based disturbances elicited a greater MSO flush response than aerial disturbance and reported a 0.25 mi
threshold for alert responses to helicopter flights. The same research determined that MSO did not flee
from helicopters when caring for young at the nest, but fled readily during the post-fledging period.
Helicopter flights will be prohibited from 1 March-31 August to avoid breeding and nesting season. If any
owls were present during proposed project activities, they would be temporarily disturbed by workers and
equipment.

Impacts associated with the rebuilding of the transmission lines are expected to be insignificant and
discountable for the following reasons:

e The potential habitat that will be disturbed is relatively small (<1 percent) compared to the
available potentially suitable habitat in the vicinity of the proposed action;

e The majority of the construction impacts will be temporary in an already disturbed ROW;

e Permanent impacts will only result from replacing towers that already exist in the ROW;

e BMPs will be implemented to avoid impacts on MSO habitat in the project area during breeding
and nesting (March 1 through August 31).

The BA concluded that the implementation of the Proposed Action would have no effect on critical
habitat as there is no critical habitat near the project area. Following receipt of the BA, the USFWS wiill
review and issue their official determination on the potential effects.

Gunnison Sage-Grouse. Transmission Lines 6905 and 9811 occur within portions of the Poncha Pass
unit of GuSG occupied habitat, which traverses BLM, Forest Service, state, and private lands.
Construction activities associated with Alternative A would remove up to 17 acres of moderate-quality
GuSG suitable vegetation within GuSG occupied habitat.. Many areas would experience revegetation
within 3 to 5 years following initiation of reclamation. However, in areas where grading and excavating
occur, and where all root systems are lost, it may take up to 20 years for vegetation communities to
recover following construction (Arkle et al. 2014).

All conditions outlined in Table 2-4 would be followed as part of the design features and BMPs for the
Proposed Action. Construction activities would nonetheless have the potential to have minor to moderate
impacts to the Poncha Pass population of GuSG; therefore, a BA has been prepared for review by the
USFWS.
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The BA concluded that implementation of the Proposed Action may affect, and is likely to adversely
affect GuSG or its habitat. Although there is a currently a small documented population (16 individuals)
and there were no observations of GuSG or their sign during the transmission line surveys, individuals
may be adversely affected by the indirect effects of predation, collision, and alteration of habitat use
resulting from constructed powerlines. Transmission lines and their associated tall structures may impact
GuSG use of the western portion of occupied habitat, and studies have concluded that presence of
powerlines may limit sage-grouse use within 1 kilometer (0.6 mile) in otherwise suitable habitat (Braun
1998, p. 8 in USFWS 2014c). Additionally, approximately 17 acres are subject to clearing activities in
occupied habitat may take multiple years to revegetate to the original state, and factors that affect habitat
quality or fragmentation are considered most important to recovery (PPCP 2000).

Implementation of the Proposed Action would have no effect on critical habitat for GuSG. This
determination is based on the fact that no critical habitat has been designated for GuSG within or adjacent
to the project area. The designated critical habitat closest to the action area is the Gunnison Unit located
over 20 miles to the west on the other side of the Continental Divide.

Long-term impacts to GuSG following vegetation stabilization would be expected to be beneficial and
minor relative to existing conditions, as the transmission line structures would be spaced further apart and
raptor perch deterrents would be located on the structures within occupied GuSG habitat. Specifically,
under the Proposed Action, the structures within occupied GuSG habitat would be reduced from 46 to 39
on Transmission Line 9811 and from 105 to 42 on Transmission Line 6905. Line marking would also be
added to reduce the risk of avian collisions. Regular inspections, maintenance and vegetation
management would occur in accordance with Xcel’s standards and procedures as described in Section
2.1.1.3. Removal of sagebrush vegetation within occupied habitat is expected to be minimal since
ground-to-conductor clearance requirements will generally not be exceeded.

State and Federal Sensitive Species

Negligible to minor impacts would be expected to Townsend’s big-eared bat, fringed myotis, hoary bat,
Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep, northern pocket gopher, bald eagle, golden eagle, ferruginous hawk,
American peregrine falcon, northern harrier, northern goshawk, flammulated owl and white-faced ibis.
These species have a moderate to low likelihood of occurring in the project area, and any impacts to
movement, foraging, nesting, migration, or breeding would be temporary. Suitable nesting habitat for the
Brewer’s sparrow may be available in areas surrounding the ROWS; however, construction would not
likely occur within suitable habitat within its breeding season (May 15 to August 15). If they were to
overlap, there could be a potential direct, short-term minor impact from the loss of annual productivity for
a breeding pair if displaced by construction activities. Therefore, potential direct impacts to nesting
habitat for the Brewer’s sparrow would be minor in the long term.

Construction of the Proposed Action could result in the minor, short-term loss of individual milk snakes,
boreal toads and leopard frogs from equipment access and structure placement. However, given the
short-term nature of this potential impact, no long-term population-level effects would be anticipated for
these species.

Direct impacts to individual prairie dogs could occur from equipment access and structure placement.
However, given the short-term nature of this potential impact and the fecundity rate of this species,
potential impacts would be negligible and short term, and no population-level effects would be
anticipated. Burrow sites would be avoided, where feasible, and if avoidance by equipment access or
structure placement is not feasible in site-specific locations, access would be modified in those locations,
and surface disturbance would be minimized.
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3.3.6.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

The impacts to special status species under Alternative B would be similar to those described for
Alternative A with the exception of where the transmission lines are located in occupied GuSG habitat.
Construction impacts associated with burying the line would require clearing an area of up to 100 feet in
width for construction of the trenches. This would result in the removal of up to 78 acres of moderate
quality vegetation for GuSG within GuSG occupied habitat. Many areas would experience revegetation
within 3 to 5 years following initiation of reclamation. However, in areas where grading and excavating
occur, and where all root systems are lost, it may take up to 20 years for vegetation communities to
recover following construction (Arkle et al. 2014). Reduction in available vegetation and cover could
result in reduced productivity of food and habitat availability, which in turn could result in reduced GuSG
productivity following construction. During this period of vegetation recovery, impacts on GuSG would
be anticipated to be moderate and adverse.

Long-term benefits of burying the construction line to GuSG would include the reduction of predation
due to the removal of potential perching areas for raptors, as well as the elimination of a source of
collision risk. Long-term, beneficial impacts to habitat use may occur due to the removal of tall structures
that may be limiting use of the western area of occupied habitat. Regular inspections, maintenance, and
emergency repairs would be expected to be less frequent under Alternative B, reducing the chance for
human encounters. Removal of sagebrush vegetation within occupied habitat would be the same or
slightly less frequent than Alternative A.

Negligible impacts from construction activities would be anticipated to Canada lynx and MSO from this
alternative. The impacts to the rest of the transmission lines proposed for aboveground construction
would be the same as described under Alternative A.

3.3.6.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, no minor, short-term disturbance and displacement of foraging
raptors would occur during proposed project construction. No minor, short-term loss of annual breeding
productivity for the Brewer’s sparrow would occur. Potential effects to burrowing species would be the
same as current levels for periodic line maintenance activities, which would be considered negligible
and long- term. The avian collision risk with the existing transmission line would continue to be an
indirect minor to moderate, long-term impact.

No direct impacts to sensitive species would result from the No Action Alternative. Indirect impacts on
the Canada lynx, MSO, and southwestern willow flycatcher and their habitats would result from the
existing and projected levels of periodic line maintenance activities and vegetation management in the
ROW. These effects would be considered long-term and minor.

Over time, the frequency of patrol observation of the transmission lines and the amount of required
emergency repair work would be anticipated to gradually increase because the structures would continue
to deteriorate with age, resulting in reduced structural integrity. Minor repairs, such as a brace or cross
arm replacement, could prompt entire pole replacement due to the weakened condition of the poles. As
such, periodic disturbances on sensitive species and their habitats, as well as impacts similar to those
associated with construction could occur. However, there is no way to predict where and when these
disturbances would occur or the magnitude of impacts on habitat.

Long-term, adverse effects to GuSG under the No Action Alternative would include predation from
raptors, collision with existing transmission lines, and continued alteration of habitat use due to the
presence of tall structures. Regular inspection and maintenance of the lines would continue in accordance
with Xcel’s standards and procedures. Periodic removal of vegetation is expected to be minimal and
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consistent with Alternative A, as sagebrush vegetation in occupied GuSG habitat is not likely to exceed
clearance requirements.

3.4  Heritage Resources and Human Environment

3.4.1 Cultural Resources

Cultural resources include prehistoric or historic archaeological sites, buildings, structures, districts, or
other places or objects considered important by the local or regional communities. These resources are
protected and identified under several Federal Laws and executive orders. The Federal Laws include the
NHPA (1966, as amended in 2000), the Archaeological and Historic Preservation Act (1974), the
American Indian Religious Freedom Act (1978), the Archaeological Resources Protection Act (1979),
and the Native American Graves Protection and Reparation Act (1990). Cultural resources addressed in
this EA include known resources that are determined or recommended eligible or are unevaluated for
inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP).

3.4.1.1 Affected Environment

A Class Il cultural resource inventory was conducted on all three transmission lines and their permanent
ROWs to support this EA (Rodgers and Gray 2014). This report is currently under BLM review. As part
of that effort, a Class | file search was conducted for resources within 1 mile of the ROWSs through the
Colorado Office of Archaeology and Historic Preservation on February 4, 2013. Historic maps and
documents were consulted to identify additional undocumented cultural resources, including General
Land Office (GLO) survey maps, GLO patents, U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) topographic maps,
USGS Historic Trail maps, and irrigation maps provided by the San Luis Valley Irrigation District. Where
potential historic properties were identified in private parcels to which access was not granted, aerial
imagery was consulted to determine whether physical traces clearly remain, particularly in the cases of
railroad grades, roads, canals, and structures.

Previous Surveys

Class | research revealed 55 prior cultural resources inventories within one mile of the project area. Over
20 percent of those inventories have been conducted in the last 5 years (Appendix C, Table 1). Two of
the investigations are Class Il inventories; the rest are Class I11. The majority of these studies are block or
linear surveys related to utility and road improvements on BLM and private lands. Several of the surveys
overlap two or more landowners.

Previously Recorded Cultural Resources

In total, 110 sites and 86 isolated finds were identified in the file search (Appendix C, Table 2). There
are an almost equal number of prehistoric and historic sites (49 historic and 58 prehistoric). Three sites
are multicomponent. Prehistoric sites include open camps and lithic scatters. Of the 58 prehistoric sites;
18 sites are officially not eligible for the NRHP and the rest are either recommended not eligible or need
additional data. The NRHP-listed or -eligible previously recorded historic sites are presented in Table 3-
9. Historic sites include ranches, railroads, utility lines, ditches, historic districts, and individual buildings.
Isolated finds include prehistoric and historic artifact scatters; mining adits, shafts and prospect pits;
single projectile points and groundstone tools; and a historic marker.
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Table 3-9. Previously Recorded Historic Sites in the Project Area

ID Land .
Resource Number | Ownership Location Status
BLM 181 yards (166 meters)
b d Rio Grand away from the 9811 ROW NRHP
enver and Rio Grande -
Railroad Poncha Pass Line 5SH.1063.2 gg:\?isée Intersects the 9811 ROW | eligible
State Lands | Intersects the 9811 ROW
Denver and Rio Grande . Salida to Monarch spur NRHP-
Railroad Salida Monarch Spur SCF.644 Private intersects the 9811 ROW | eligible
Intersects the 9811 and
State Lands
Farmer’s Union Canal 5SH.1920 0905 ROW NRHP-
Private Intersects the 9811 and eligible
6905 ROW
. . NRHP-
Forbes Hotel 5SH.340 Private Does not intersect ROW eligible
NRHP-
Poncha Pass Toll Road 5SH.4139.1 | BLM Intersects the 9811 ROW eligible
Whiteman and Hawkins 5SH.1821 | Private Does not intersect ROW NRHP'
Supply Store eligible
g/laublit:]cog F()e?\nlf?t%?cltgc-alt_tgrg 5CE.1910 Forest 1693 yards (1548 meters) | NRHP-
Site » OP ' Service away from the 9811 ROW | eligible
First Baptist Church of Moffat | 5SH.1020 Private Does not intersect ROW NRHP-listed
Hooper Town Hall 5AL.788 Private Does not intersect ROW NRHP-listed
Poncha Springs Schoolhouse 5CF.130 Private Does not intersect ROW NRHP-listed
Colorado
Sargent Consolidated School | 5RN.689 Private Does not intersect ROW gt:g;(iester-
listed

In addition to the sites described in Table 3-9, there are three recommended eligible sites on private
lands: a segment of the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad (5CF.119/5SH.1063), State Highway 112
(5AL.674/5RN.735/ 5SH.1963), and Hooper/Garrison Historic District (5AL.122). The railroad segment
and State Highway 112 intersect the permanent ROW of Transmission Line 9811.

Project-Specific Surveys

A Class Il cultural resource inventory was conducted from June 10 to October 10, 2013 on all three
transmission lines in support of this EA; additional surveys were completed on a wider potential ROW for
Transmission Line 6920 in October, 2014 (Rodgers and Gray 2014). The BLM determined the area of
impact analysis for cultural resources to be the permanent ROW widths for direct impacts and a 0.25 mile
buffer on each side of each line (or half-mile corridor centered along the line) for indirect impacts.
Pedestrian field surveys were conducted to locate new sites within the permanent ROWSs. All federal and
state land within the ROWSs was surveyed and private land was surveyed where access was granted.
Access was not granted for many of the sites within the analysis area. These sites were identified and
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described based on observations from the nearest public access and were not evaluated for their eligibility
for inclusion on the NRHP.

A total of 116 cultural resource sites were identified in the project area (Appendix C, Table 3). Out of
these sites, 86 sites were identified within the transmission line and access road ROWSs. 27 of those sites
could be impacted by ground disturbing activities associated with the proposed project and are eligible for
the NRHP. Of note, certain segments of Transmission Line 6905 proposed for rebuild are themselves
eligible for the NRHP within the project area, and Transmission Line 9811 needs additional data in order
for a NRHP determination to be made.

3.4.1.2 Environmental Effects

Potential impacts to cultural resources include direct impacts from ground disturbing activities and
indirect impacts from increases in pole height or other added elements that might alter the historic setting
of a resource.

3.4.1.2.1  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Out of the 86 cultural resource sites identified within the permanent ROWSs, 27 sites may be adversely
impacted by construction activities. 21 of those sites are eligible for the NRHP. The other six are
unevaluated. Of the sites in the indirect analysis area, 1 is not eligible, 27 are unevaluated, and 2 are
eligible. Changes in pole height or other visual elements of the proposed project are not expected to have
an adverse indirect impact to the historic settings of these resources. In addition, 14 sites in the permanent
ROWs and 1 site in the indirect analysis area were identified during the map and document review
(Appendix C, Table 4). These sites, consisting of ditches, roads, and a resort, were not recorded due to
access restrictions and are unevaluated for NRHP eligibility.

BLM Lands

In total, there are 23 sites on BLM lands that are within the analysis area. Seven are within the permanent
ROWs and may be directly impacted by construction activities.

e 5AL.887.1/55H4362.1: This site is a supporting segment of Transmission Line 6905. The site is
recommended eligible for inclusion on the NRHP.

e 5AL.901/5CF.2929/5RN.1246/5SH.4563: This site is the Transmission Line 9811. The site is
unevaluated for the NRHP

e 5SH.1063.7, 5SH.1063.8, 5SH.1063.9: These sites are supporting segments of the Poncha Pass
Line of the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad. They are recommended eligible.

e 5SH.4518.1: This site is a supporting segment of the Otto Mears Poncha Pass Toll Road. The site
is recommended eligible.

e 5SH.4530: This site is a multicomponent site with a historic dump and open lithic scatter. The site
is unevaluated.

16 additional historic sites are on BLM lands within the analysis area; 15 are within the permanent ROWs
and are not eligible for the NRHP or are non-supporting segments of a linear resource (e.g., canal,
railroad, road). One site, 5SH.1017, is in the analysis area for indirect impacts and is unevaluated.
Changes in pole height or other visual elements of the proposed project are not expected to indirectly
impact the historic setting of this resource.
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Forest Service Lands

There are four sites in the analysis area that are on Forest Service lands. One site,
5AL.901/5CF.2929/5RN.1246/5SH.4563, is within the permanent ROWSs and may be directly impacted
by construction activities. The site is unevaluated for the NRHP. The three remaining sites are in the
permanent ROWSs and are either not eligible for the NRHP or are non-supporting segments of a linear
resource (e.g., canal, railroad, road). These sites would not be impacted by construction activities.

State Lands
There are 11 sites within the analysis area that are on state lands. Eight are either NRHP-eligible or
unevaluated. Of these, seven sites may be directly impacted by construction activities.
e 5AL.887.1/55H4362.1: This site is a supporting segment of Transmission Line 6905. The site is
recommended eligible.
e 5AL.901/5CF.2929/5RN.1246/5SH.4563: This site is the Transmission Line 9811. The site is
unevaluated.
o 5SH.1063.7: This site is a supporting segment of the Poncha Pass Line of the Denver and Rio
Grande Railroad. The site is recommended eligible.
e 5SH.1920: This site is the Farmers Union Canal (Central Lateral). The site is officially eligible.

e 5SH.4530: This site is a multicomponent site with a historic dump and open lithic scatter. The site
is unevaluated.

e 5SH.4538: This site is an open lithic scatter. The site is unevaluated.

e 5SH.4542: This site is an open lithic scatter. The site is unevaluated.
There are four additional sites within the analysis area; of these, three are within the permanent ROWs.
Two are not eligible for the NRHP and one is a non-supporting segment of a linear resource (e.g., canal,
railroad, road). One site, 5SH.4574, is in the analysis area for indirect impacts and is unevaluated.
Changes in pole height or other visual elements of the proposed project are not expected to indirectly
impact the historic setting of this resource.
Private Lands
There are 96 sites within the analysis area on private lands. Of these, 24 may be directly impacted by
construction activities.

e 5AL.674/5RN.735/5SH.1963: This site is State Highway 112. The site is officially eligible.

e 5AL.887.1/5S5H4362.1: This site is a supporting segment of Transmission Line 6905. The site is
recommended eligible.

e B5AL.901/5CF.2929/5RN.1246/5SH.4563: This site is the Transmission Line 9811. The site is
unevaluated.

e 5CF.644: This site is the Salida to Monarch Spur of the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad. The
site is officially eligible.

o 5RN.1239.1; 5RN.1239.3: These sites are supporting segments of the SLV Irrigation Ditch. They
are recommended eligible.
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e 5RN.1241.1; 5RN.1241.2: These sites are supporting segments of the Rio Grande Drain. The sites
are recommended eligible.

e 5RN.63.1, 5RN.63.2, 5RN.63.3: These sites are supporting segments of the Rio Grande Canal.
They are recommended eligible.

e 5RN.671.1: This site is a supporting segment of the San Luis Central Railroad. The site is
recommended eligible.

e 5SH.1033.5, 5SH.1033.9, 5SH.1063.8: These sites are supporting segments of the Rio Grande
Canal. They are recommended eligible.

e 5SH.1920: This site is the Farmers Union Canal (Central Lateral). The site is officially eligible.

e 5SH.1920.2, 5SH.1920.3, 5SH.1920.4: These sites are supporting segments of the Farmers Union
Canal. They are recommended eligible.

e 5SH.4518.1: This site is a supporting segment of the Otto Mears Poncha Pass Toll Road. The site
is recommended eligible.

e 5SH.4530: This site is a multicomponent site with a historic dump and open lithic scatter. The site
is unevaluated.

e 5SH.4531: This site is a multi-use historic dump. The site is unevaluated
e 5SH.4537: This site is an open lithic scatter. The site is unevaluated.

e 5SH.4542: This site is an open lithic scatter. The site is unevaluated.

Of the remaining 72 sites on private lands, 42 are within the permanent ROWSs. Most of these sites are
either recommended or officially not eligible for the NRHP or are non-supporting segments of a linear
resource (e.g., canal, railroad, road). Of the 30 sites that are in the analysis area for indirect impacts, two
are officially eligible (5AL.122, 5SH.1020) and the remaining 27 are unevaluated. Changes in pole height
or other visual elements of the proposed project are not expected to indirectly impact the historic setting
of these resources.

Cultural resources that may be impacted by the Proposed Action have been identified in the above
sections. 27 NRHP eligible or unevaluated cultural resources may sustain adverse direct impacts if the
sites cannot be avoided by proposed project construction. Direct impacts include surface and subsurface
disturbance to cultural resources from construction activities. At this time the intensity of the impact to
each resource cannot be fully determined. The Class Il cultural resources inventory report is currently
under BLM review; decisions on eligibility recommendations are still pending and the level of effect has
yet to be decided. The BLM cannot make a decision on the intensity of impact to these sites until
consultation with the SHPO is complete. Once those decisions are made, then an avoidance plan would be
developed to reduce the number of NRHP eligible resources that may be affected. Avoidance of most
cultural resources for Alternative A is possible by managing construction activities outside of cultural
resource boundaries. If avoidance for a particular resource is not feasible, the BLM in consultation with
other participating parties would assess the adverse effect and develop a mitigation plan to address the
impacts for the proposed project. The protective measures summarized in Table 2-4 for cultural resources
are recommended to minimize all potential impacts. Overall impacts, following minimization and
mitigation efforts, are anticipated to be well below the significance threshold.

3.4.1.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

Under Alternative B, approximately 6.7 miles of Transmission Lines 6905 and 9811 would be buried
where the lines overlap with designated occupied GuSG habitat. Impacts to cultural resources for this
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alternative would be greater than Alternative A since more ground would be excavated, potentially
disturbing or destroying all or portions of archaeological sites during the trenching process to bury the
lines. Cultural resource surveys for the entire potential ROW area would be undertaken prior to proposed
project design, so that the corridor for the buried transmission lines would reduce impact to sensitive
resources to the maximum extent practicable.

Impacts to sites identified for Alternative A would remain the same for this alternative except for the area
where the lines would be buried. The following is a discussion of only those cultural sites located within
the existing ROWs on occupied GuSG habitat land, There are 13 sites within the permanent ROWSs in
occupied GuSG habitat (Appendix C, Table 5). Two sites (5AL.887.1/5SH4362.1, 5SH.1063.7) are
recommended eligible for the NRHP. Nine sites are recommended not eligible and two sites are
recommended eligible (5SH.1063.4, 5SH.1063.6) but are non-supporting segments of a linear resource.

BLM Lands
There are 13 sites on BLM lands that are within the ROWs in occupied GuSG habitat. Four of these sites
could be directly impacted by construction activities.
e 5AL.887.1/5S5H4362.1: This site is a supporting segment of Transmission Line 6905. The site is
recommended eligible.
e 5AL.901/5CF.2929/5RN.1246/5SH.4563: This site is the Transmission Line 9811. The site is

unevaluated.

e 5SH.1063.7: This site is a supporting segment of the Poncha Pass Line of the Denver and Rio
Grande Railroad. The site is recommended eligible.

e 5SH.4530: This site is a multicomponent site with a historic dump and open lithic scatter. The site
is unevaluated.

Of the remaining 9 sites on BLM lands, seven sites are recommended not eligible and two are
recommended eligible (5SH.1063.4, 5SH.1063.6) but are non-supporting segments of a linear resource.

Forest Service Lands

One site on Forest Service lands is within the ROW in occupied GuSG habitat. The site, a segment of
Transmission Line 9811 (5AL.901.1/5CF.2929/5SH.4563/5RN.1246), is unevaluated and could be
directly impacted by construction activities.

State Lands
There are four sites within the ROWSs in occupied GuSG habitat area on state lands for Alternative B. All
four could be directly impacted by construction activities.
e 5AL.887.1/55H4362.1: This site is a supporting segment of Transmission Line 6905. The site is
recommended eligible.
e 5AL.901/5CF.2929/5RN.1246/5SH.4563: This site is the Transmission Line 9811. The site is

unevaluated.

e 5SH.1063.7: This site is a supporting segment of the Poncha Pass Line of the Denver and Rio
Grande Railroad. The site is recommended eligible.
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e 5SH.4530: This site is a multicomponent site with a historic dump and open lithic scatter. The site
is unevaluated.

Private Lands

There are four sites on private lands within the ROWSs in occupied GuSG habitat area on state lands. Of
these, three could be directly impacted by construction activities.

e 5AL.887.1/5S5H4362.1: This site is a supporting segment of Transmission Line 6905. The site is
recommended eligible.

e B5AL.901/5CF.2929/5RN.1246/55H.4563: This site is the Transmission Line 9811. The site is
unevaluated.

e 5SH.4530: This site is a multicomponent site with a historic dump and open lithic scatter. The site
is unevaluated.

The remaining site is recommended not eligible for the NRHP.

Cultural resources that may be impacted by Alternative B have been identified in the above sections. At
this time the intensity of the impact to each resource cannot be fully determined. Surveys would be
undertaken prior to proposed project design, and avoidance of most cultural resources for Alternative B is
assumed to be possible by managing construction activities outside of cultural resource boundaries. If
avoidance for a particular resource is not feasible, the BLM in consultation with other participating parties
would assess the adverse effect and develop a mitigation plan to address the impacts for the proposed
project. The protective measures summarized in Table 2-4 for cultural resources are recommended to
minimize all potential impacts. Overall impacts, following minimization and mitigation efforts, are
anticipated to be below the significance threshold.

34.1.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under Alternative C, the BLM and the Forest Service would not authorize the proposed rebuild of the
transmission lines and the existing transmission lines and ROWSs would remain in place. Emergency
maintenance would still occur that would involve replacement of poles to meet ground clearance
regulations as well as increased monitoring of the lines for minor repairs.

Under Alternative C, cultural resources would not be directly or indirectly impacted. Potential impacts to
resources from proposed project maintenance would continue but would be anticipated to be negligible.

3.4.2 Visual Resources

This section analyzes the potential effects of the Proposed Action and the alternatives on existing visual
resources. The BLM determined an analysis area for visual resources extending 0.25 miles from each
transmission line. The visual analysis undertaken in this EA considered sensitive viewing locations,
viewer types, and duration of views within this area. Specific concerns were identified during public
scoping or are stipulated in laws and regulations. These and other typical aesthetic concerns include
conformance with BLM visual resource management (VRM) class objectives, conformance with Forest
Service visual quality objectives (VQOs), and potential degradation of sensitive visual resources such as
recreation areas and scenic vistas.

The BLM uses VRM to categorize landscapes into classes of visual resources, determine management
objectives, and evaluate the degree of contrast presented in proposed actions. This system considers
scenic quality, viewer sensitivity, and distance zones when establishing VRM Classes and objectives:
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o Class | - objective is to preserve the existing character of the landscape. The class provides for
natural ecological changes but does not preclude very limited management activity. The level of
change to the characteristic landscape should be very low and must not attract attention.

o Class Il - objective is to partially retain the existing character of the landscape. The level of
change to the characteristic landscape should be low. Management activities may be seen but
should not attract the attention of the casual observer.

o Class Il - objective is to partially retain the existing character of the landscape. The level of
change to the characteristic landscape should be moderate. Management activities may attract
attention but should not dominate the view of the casual observer.

o Class IV - objective is to provide for management activities which require major modifications of
the existing character of the landscape. The level of change to the characteristic landscape can be
high.

o Class V landscapes are also called Rehabilitation Areas, where rehabilitation is needed from a
visual standpoint (BLM 1986).

In the VRM system, a Visual Contrast Rating (VCR) is used to compare the existing landscape to a
proposed action at specific key observation points (KOPs). A matrix uses the basic elements of form, line,
color, and texture to describe the existing landscape and components of the proposed action. A
comparison of these basic elements allows the evaluator to determine the degree of contrast resulting
from the proposed action. The levels of contrast are:

o None - the element contrast is not visible or perceived
e Weak — the element contrast can be seen but does not attract attention

o Moderate — the element contrast begins to attract attention and begins to dominate the
characteristic landscape

e Strong — the element contrast demands attention, will not be overlooked, and is dominant on the
landscape (BLM 1986).

The Pike and San Isabel National Forest uses the Forest Service’s Visual Management System (VMS) to
manage visual resources on Forest Service land crossed by the transmission lines (Forest Service 1979).
This system identifies classes of visual resources and assigns VQOs of retention, partial retention,
modification, and maximum maodification. These VQOs are comparable to BLM objectives for Class I, 1l,
111, and 1V visual resources under the VRM system. The VMS does not include a tool for analyzing visual
effect.

Analysis for this EA applied the VRM system for all BLM, state, and private land. VRM Classes
presented in the BLM RMP encompass the SLV and provide a baseline for analysis on state and private
land where no comparable visual analysis system exists (BLM 1991). Forest Service VQOs are
referenced in regard to Forest Service land but impact analysis follows VRM techniques because: a) the
BLM system provides a guided, objective tool to analyzing effects of proposed actions; b) the Forest
Service VQOs are comparable to VRM Class objectives, and c) using a single system provides
consistency in the analysis of effect.

Twelve KOPs were established in the analysis area to evaluate the degree of change posed by the
Proposed Action and alternatives. KOPs were selected representing a range of viewer types, resource
types, and environments along each transmission line. Photographic simulations were developed from
three KOPs representing particularly sensitive areas or representative views of the transmission lines.
Simulations were based on measurements and pole designs provided by Xcel. Current and replacement
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pole height measurements from Xcel were provided as ranges and individual pole height measurements
are unknown. As a result, the simulations projected the new structure heights as a percentage of the
current structure heights. This percentage was calculated from averages of the current and proposed
structure height ranges and presents an increase of 8 percent in height for Transmission Line 9811 and 48
percent in height for Transmission Lines 6905 and 6920. For example, if the current height of a structure
on Transmission Line 6905 is 60 feet, the simulated height for the rebuilt structures is 89 feet.
Simulations for Transmission Line 6905 positioned structures based on preliminary structure locations
provided by Xcel. Simulations were only developed for Alternative A.

3.4.2.1 Affected Environment

A discussion of the affected environment must consider existing natural and built landscape and the
human interaction with the visual environment such as values placed on certain landscapes, viewing
locations, and types of viewers. The physical environment along the three transmission lines can be
discussed in three categories: mountains, foothills, and basin interior. Mountainous environments are
present along the northern extents of Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 over Poncha Pass. These areas
have high topographic relief and tall, dense, usually dark vegetation. The sinuous landscape often
precludes broad viewsheds. Foothill environments are present along Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905
south of Poncha Pass and along the entirety of Transmission Line 6920. The foothill environment consists
of rolling hills and alluvial fans with patchy shrubs and grasses interspersed with conifer stands. Broad
views of the mountain ranges and the SLV are available from topographic rises and most southern
exposures. The basin interior is a flat expanse with low vegetation and broad views of the valley and the
Sangre de Cristo and San Juan Mountain Ranges. Prevailing winds in the valley sometimes draw large
guantities of dust into the air and reduce visibility.

Human modification of the analysis area is related to settlement, agriculture, transportation, and electric
power transmission. The towns of Poncha Springs, Moffat, and Hooper are within 0.25 mi of the existing
transmission lines. The town of Center is 0.5 mile north of Transmission Line 9811 and is outside the
analysis area, but farms peripheral to the town are within the analysis area. Villa Grove and Mirage
Junction are additional unincorporated communities in the analysis area. Populations of these towns and
communities range from less than 100 to 2230 inhabitants (USCB 2010). Areas outside these
communities average between 1 and 4 residences per square mile along highways and farming areas in
southern Saguache County and Rio Grande County. Settlement is extremely dispersed in grazing areas
along Transmission Line 9811 south of Highway 285 with less than one residence per square mile. The
existing transmission lines intersect or parallel several major travel routes, including CO-17, US 285, and
paved and unpaved county roads. Other transmission and distribution lines are visible from Transmission
Lines 9811 and 6905.

Visual quality has been identified as the primary tourist attraction in the SLV with the Sangre de Cristo
and San Juan mountain ranges identified as the primary visual resources of the region (BLM 1991).
Scenic vistas of these ranges are available from nearly any point within the basin interior. Highways CO-
17 and US 285 are oriented north-south at the foot of the Sangre de Cristo and San Juan ranges,
respectively, and provide extended, generally unobstructed views to motorists along these routes.
Recreation areas also provide opportunities for viewing scenic vistas. Recreation areas in the analysis area
include picnic areas, the Poncha Pass summit, and trails. Visual quality is also a concern for residences
and community spaces in the analysis area such as the Poncha Springs and Villa Grove cemeteries.

Different groups of people have varying expectations for and experiences of visual resources. Viewer
types pertinent to the analysis area include residents, tourists, recreationists, motorists, pedestrians, and
bicyclists. These categories are not mutually exclusive. Viewer type and duration influence viewer
sensitivity to changes in scenic quality.
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The BLM considers viewer sensitivity, scenic quality, and distance zones when assigning VRM classes
and objectives. The BLM RMP for the SLV assigns VRM classes to BLM, state, and private land in
Saguache County (BLM 1991). The transmission lines cross areas assigned VRM Classes Il, 111, and IV
(Table 3-10, Figure 3-3). The Class Il areas are west of US 285 and, as stipulated in the BLM RMP, are
managed as Class I11 to allow for the current utility corridor.

Table 3-10. BLM VRM Class Designations for Areas in the Transmission Line ROWSs

(Acres)

Landowner H** ] v
BLM 259.7 67.3 4.3
State 14.3 4.8 64.9
Private 135.8 215.0 366.7
Total 409.9 287.1 439.5

**managed as Class 11

BLM Lands

The permanent ROWs cover 409.9 acres of Class Il land, managed as Class Ill, providing for moderate
modification to the landscape. These areas are in the foothills areas south of Poncha Pass and north of the
Kerber Creek valley. The built environment is generally limited to paved and unpaved (two-track) roads,
fences, and transmission lines. Sensitive viewers in BLM areas consist of motorists and recreationists,
including OHV motorists and pedestrian and equestrian users of the Soda Springs Gulch Trail.

Forest Service Lands

The Forest Service has assigned a VQO of “modification” to areas covered by the Transmission Line
9811 permanent ROW, totaling 23.3 acres (Forest Service 1984). This VQO indicates that “management
activities may dominate the characteristic landscape but will, at the same time, use naturally established
form, line, color, and texture [and] should appear as a natural occurrence when viewed as middleground”
(Bacon 1979). Forest Service lands crossed by the transmission line are in a mountainous area north of
Poncha Pass. Sensitive viewers in Forest Service areas consist of motorists on US 285 and recreationists
on Rainbow Trail. The built environment on Forest Service land in the analysis area is limited to fences,
transmission lines, and the paved US 285.

State Lands

The State does not have a system for classifying visual resources and management objectives and the
analysis defaults to the BLM VRM designations. The BLM has designated state lands crossed by the
transmission lines as Class Il (14.3 acres), 11l (4.8 acres), and IV (64.9 acres). The Class Il areas are
considered Class IlIl for management decisions. These classes provide for moderate to major
modifications to the existing character of the landscape.

State lands crossed by the transmission lines are in the foothills and basin interior areas. The built
environment is limited to roads, fences, and transmission lines. Users of state land in the analysis area are
primarily residents with grazing permits but also include motorists and occasionally recreationists in the
form of hunters.
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Private Lands

Analysis of private land defaults to the BLM VRM designations. The BLM has designated private lands
crossed by the transmission lines as Class Il (135.8 acres), 11l (215.0 acres), and 1V (366.7 acres). The
Class Il areas are considered Class 111 for management decisions. These classes provide for moderate to
major modifications to the existing character of the landscape.

Private lands crossed by the transmission lines are predominately in the basin interior. The built
environment is a moderate to dominant feature of the landscape in these areas and includes residential,
commercial, and municipal development. Features include structures, roads, utility lines, railroads,
agricultural machinery, and agricultural vegetative patterns. The density of the built environment reflects
population density and generally increases from north to south, with the exception of the town of Poncha
Springs at the north end of Transmission Line 9811. Sensitive viewers are primarily residents, tourists,
and motorists.

3.4.2.2 Environmental Effects

3.4.2.2.1  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Analysis of visual impacts from the Proposed Action followed BLM VRM techniques. KOPs were
established at 12 locations and VCRs were completed comparing elements of the existing landscape and
the Proposed Action to determine the degree of contrast (Table 3-11). Photographic simulations were
developed for three KOPs to demonstrate the degree of contrast (Figures 3-4, 3-5, and 3-6)

Table 3-11. Visual Impact Key Observation Points

Long-
. Transmission Land Primary Term
NI DS Line Ownership Viewership Degree of
Contrast
V-1 | Picnic Area 9811 TOV\.m OT Po_ncha Recreationists None
Springs; Private
V-2 | Road Crossing — US 285 9811 Forest Service Motorists None
V-3 | Poncha Pass Summit 9811 Private Motorists None
V-4 | Road Crossing — US 285 9811 BLM; Private Motorists None
V-5 | Moffat Elementary School 6905 Towr;;)i:‘/;\feoffat; Residents Weak
V-6 | Road Crossing— CO 17 6905 Private Motorists Weak
V-7 Road Crossing — US 285 6905, 9811 BLM Motorists Weak
V-8 | Road Crossing — LL56 6920 Private MOt.O rists, Weak
Residents
V-9 Nel_ghborhood in Poncha 9811 Private Residents None
Springs
. Town of Poncha Residents,
V-10 | Poncha Springs Cemetery 9811 Springs; Private Tourists None
V-11 | Villa Grove Cemetery 9811 BLM; Saguache Remdgnts, None
County Tourists
V-12 Agricultural Area South of 9811 Private Residents None
Center, Colorado
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Existing

Rebuilt

Figure 3-4. Photographic Simulation of Transmission Line 6905 at KOP V-5
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Existing

Rebuilt

Figure 3-5. Photographic Simulation of Transmission Lines 6905 and 9811 at KOP V-7
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Existing

Figure 3-6. Photographic Simulation of Transmission Line 9811 at KOP V-10

Construction activities under Alternative A would include pole installation, vegetation removal, grading,
compaction, and vehicle traffic. Structure installation would have a direct, long-term impact on the visual
environment in the analysis area by replacing existing structures with fewer, newer, and larger structures.
For Transmission Line 9811, this impact would be negligible to visual resources. The change to structure
height would not be noticeable. Structure installation on Transmission Lines 6905 and 6920 lines would
have a minor adverse impact. The new structures may be more noticeable to casual observers than the
current structures but would not draw attention or dominate views. In mountainous and foothill areas,
high topographic relief and dark, tall vegetation sometimes provide screening, blocking the transmission

DOI-BLM-C0O-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
3-64



WN -

15
16
17
18
19
20

21
22
23
24

25
26
27
28
29

30

31
32
33

EA for Rebuild of Xcel Energy Transmission Lines in the San Luis Valley

lines from view, and backdropping, lessening their visual impact. The transmission lines are interior to the
valley from major travel routes and new structures would not interfere with dominant viewsheds of the
mountain ranges. Residents would be more sensitive to the increased height than tourists.

Vegetation removal would have direct, short-term minor impacts on the visual environment by replacing
current random vegetative patterns with linear swaths of cleared vegetation, which may be noticeable to
casual observers. Most areas would be reseeded to re-establish vegetation following construction.
Forested areas would not be re-vegetated in order to maintain required ground-to-conductor clearances
and provide firebreaks. This presents no change from current ROW maintenance. Grading activities
present similar impacts on the visual environment by altering topography, removing vegetation, and
exposing subsoil. Graded areas may be noticeable due to contrasting vegetative patterns and color from
the surrounding landscape. Grading presents a direct, short-term minor impact. The use of aggregate
presents a direct, long-term minor impact. Color matching aggregate to local soils would reduce this to a
negligible impact. Compaction associated with construction would have no impact to the visual
environment.

Vehicle traffic to and from the construction areas in unpopulated areas presents a direct, short-term, minor
to moderate impact to visual resources. Up to 40 trips per day would be made to the ROWSs, a substantial
increase to current off-road traffic. Movement on the landscape draws the attention of viewers. Residents
and recreationists would be most sensitive to this increased traffic. The impact to motorists on major
travel routes would be minor, given the brief amount of time the construction activities and traffic would
be in view.

Construction activities have the potential to exacerbate atmospheric dust conditions which sometimes
limit visibility in the SLV, affecting visual quality of the scenic environment. Wind erosion control BMPs
would prevent or alleviate wind from transporting soil into the atmosphere and the indirect effect on
visual quality from dust would be negligible.

Maintenance activities under the Proposed Action would result in negligible impacts to the visual
environment (Table 3-12). Vehicle traffic associated with inspection of the lines would be intermittent
and limited to a single vehicle, which would not stand out from current intermittent use of OHV trails and
public roads. On-going maintenance of vegetative clear-cuts in the ROWSs would present no change from
current maintenance activities.

Table 3-12. Visual Impacts from the Proposed Action

" Direct vs. . .
Activity Indirect Duration Intensity
Pole Installation Direct Long-Term Negligible to Minor
Vegetative Clearing Direct Short-Term Minor
Short-Term Minor
Gradin Direct —
g Long-Term Negligible
Vehicle Traffic — Construction Direct Short-Term Minor to Moderate
Vehicle Traffic — Maintenance Direct Short-Term Negligible
General Construction (Dust) Indirect Short-Term Negligible
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BLM Lands

Impacts to the visual environment of BLM land are consistent with the general impacts discussed above.
BLM lands in the analysis area are primarily natural settings except for the existing transmission lines,
and viewers on BLM lands are sensitive to changes in the built environment. VCRs at KOPs V-4 and V-7
compared elements of the Proposed Action to the existing landscape at highway crossings adjacent to or
within BLM parcels (Figure 3-3). Both KOPs offer panoramic views of mountains and alluvial fans.
Existing structural elements include sporadic three-dimensional shapes of buildings, linear fence lines,
vertical transmission line structures, and curvilinear roads. The changes to the existing transmission lines
as outlined in the Proposed Action would result in weak contrast from the current environment. The
negligible to minor long-term impacts and negligible to moderate short-term impacts discussed above are
consistent with BLM management objectives for areas crossed by the three transmission lines.

Forest Service Lands

Forest Service lands represent a specific environment in the Transmission Line 9811 analysis area, with
high topographic relief and tall, dense forests. Impacts on Forest Service land are limited compared to the
general discussion above. Impacts from pole installation are negligible because the 5- to 10-foot increase
in pole height would not be noticeable to casual observers. Vegetative clearing would not present a
noticeable change from current conditions. Most graded areas on Forest Service land would be screened
from view, particularly from US 285. Some grading may be noticeable from Rainbow Trail but the view
of the transmission line from the trail is brief, resulting in a minor impact.

A VCR performed at KOP V-2 compared elements of the Proposed Action to the existing landscape at the
US 285 crossing north of Poncha Pass. The viewshed at the KOP is truncated by sharp relief and visibility
is limited to 0.25 mi. Structural elements in the viewshed are limited to the vertical forms of the existing
transmission line structures, the curving lines of the conductor between them, and the broad flat shape of
the highway. The changes to the existing transmission line as outlined in the Proposed Action would
result in negligible contrast from the current environment. Impacts from the Proposed Action are
consistent with Forest Service management objectives for areas crossed by Transmission Line 9811.

State Lands

Impacts to the visual environment of state land are consistent with the general impacts discussed above.
State lands in the analysis area are primarily natural settings except for the existing transmission lines,
and viewers are sensitive to changes in the built environment. No KOPs were established on state land
because no sensitive viewing locations or potentially high impact areas occur on state land. The visual
environment at most state parcels is similar to that evaluated in KOPs V-4 and V-7 on or adjacent to BLM
land. The negligible to minor long-term impacts and negligible to moderate short-term impacts discussed
above are consistent with BLM’s recommended VRM Class objectives for state lands.

Private Lands

Impacts to the visual environment of private lands are consistent with the general impacts discussed
above. Private lands in the analysis area range from predominately natural settings in the north to
predominately built/man-made settings in the south. Viewers on private lands are usually residents who
are sensitive to long-term changes in the visual environment. KOPs V-1, V-3, V-4, V-5, V-6, V-8, V-9,
V-10, and V-12 were established on or adjacent to private and municipal parcels throughout the analysis
area and VCRs were performed at each. KOPs V-3, V-5, V-10, and V-12 are particularly illustrative of
the visual environments across private parcels and the degree of contrast posed by the Proposed Action.
These KOPs are discussed below.
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KOP V-3 is at the Poncha Pass Summit where Transmission Line 9811 crosses US 285. The viewshed
presents the complex, rugged shapes of mountainous ridges and summits. Structural elements in the
viewshed include isolated buildings, the vertical shapes of the transmission line structures, the curving
lines of conductor between the structures, linear fence lines and roads, and the broad flat paved surface of
the highway and a pull-off. The increase in height to Transmission Line 9811 would be nearly
imperceptible without direct comparison and presents no contrast to the current visual environment.

KOP V-5 is at the Moffat Elementary School adjacent to Transmission Line 6905 (Figure 3-4). The
viewshed is predominately residential with intermittent views of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains.
Structural elements consist of the three-dimensional shapes of buildings, vertical forms of vegetation and
utility poles, and linear elements represented by roads and utility lines. The increase in height to
Transmission Line 6905 would be perceptible but would not attract attention, and presents a weak
contrast to the current visual environment.

KOP V-10 is at the Poncha Springs Cemetery adjacent to Transmission Line 9811 (Figure 3-6). The
viewshed offers panoramic views of the Wasatch and Mosquito Mountain Ranges and the town of Poncha
Springs. Structural elements consist of the clustered, somewhat ordered forms of buildings; simple and
complex vertical forms of utility line structures; the curvilinear lines of conductor between the lines; and
linear roads. The increase in height to Transmission Line 9811 would be nearly imperceptible without
direct comparison and presents no contrast to the current visual environment.

KOP V-12 is adjacent to a modern farm south of Center, Colorado and is adjacent to Transmission Line
9811. The viewshed offers panoramic views of a complex agricultural landscape with the Sangre de
Cristo and San Juan ranges in the background. Structural elements consist of dispersed buildings,
curvilinear forms of center-pivot irrigation systems, and the linear, grid-like appearance of utility lines
throughout the area. The increase in height to Transmission Line 9811 would be nearly imperceptible
without direct comparison and presents no contrast to the current visual environment.

The degree of contrast on private land resulting from the Proposed Action is weak to none. The negligible
to minor long-term impacts and negligible to moderate short-term impacts discussed above are consistent
with BLM’s recommended VRM Class objectives for private lands.

3.4.2.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

Impacts under Alternative B are the same as the impacts of Alternative A except in areas where
Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 would be buried. Impacts specific to Alternative B would result from
vegetative clearing, grading, excavation, and pole removal.

Vegetative clearing and grading associated with the construction of Alternative B would be more
extensive than for the same area under Alternative A and would result in a short-term, moderate, adverse
impact to the visual environment. The clearing and grading of a 100-feet corridor would create a linear
swath of denuded vegetation in an otherwise random vegetation pattern and would draw the attention of
casual observers, though it would not be a dominant feature of the landscape. These areas would be
revegetated following construction.

Spoil piles resulting from trench excavation would result in a short-term, minor, adverse impact to the
visual environment. Spoil piles would be visible from the highway and OHV trails but would not draw
attention. Spoils would be moved following backfilling. Approximately 21,000 cubic yards of concrete
would be needed for Alternative B, which would either be trucked in, most likely from Salida, or mixed
in batches on site. If trucked in, approximately 2,600 truck deliveries of the concrete would be needed. If
mixed on site, the batch plant would require a 2- to 3-acre site. Whether the concrete is brought to the site
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by truck, or mixed on site, the increased traffic and materials would result in a direct, short-term, minor
impact to visual resources during the construction period.

Pole removal would result in a long-term, moderate, beneficial impact to the visual environment where
the line would be buried. The existing transmission lines are predominant elements of the built
environment but are not dominant features of the visual environment. The San Juan Mountains provide
backdropping to the line in this area, lessening their visibility and visual impact.

BLM Lands

Impacts to the visual environment on BLM land would be consistent with the general impacts described
above. The short-term minor to moderate adverse impacts and long-term moderate beneficial impacts
meet or exceed the BLM management objectives for this area.

Forest Service Lands
Forest Service lands are not affected by Alternative B.

State Lands

Impacts to the visual environment on state land would be consistent with the general impacts described
above. The short-term minor to moderate adverse impacts and long-term moderate beneficial impacts
meet or exceed the BLM management objectives offered for this area.

Private Lands

Impacts to the visual environment on state land would be consistent with the general impacts described
above. The short-term minor to moderate adverse impacts and long-term moderate beneficial impacts
meet or exceed the BLM management objectives offered for this area.

3.4.2.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative the three transmission lines would not be rebuilt. Several structures
would still be replaced as part of emergency maintenance to meet ground clearance regulations, resulting
in a negligible visual impact in those areas. Structures on Transmission Lines 6905 and 6920 would not
be rebuilt with larger poles. Vegetative clearing and grading for construction would not take place along
the transmission line ROWSs. Aggregate would not be placed at drainage improvements. Off-road vehicle
traffic would not increase as a result of construction activities. However, the aging lines would require
increased patrol, maintenance, and emergency repair or replacement, increasing the amount of
intermittent traffic along the lines. Residents and recreationists would be most sensitive to this increased
traffic. The impact to motorists on major travel routes would be minor, given the brief amount of time the
maintenance activities and traffic would be in view.

3.4.3 Noise

Noise and sound share the same physical aspects, but noise is considered a disturbance while sound is
defined as an auditory effect. Noise is defined as any sound that is undesirable because it interferes with
communication, is intense enough to damage hearing, or is otherwise annoying. Although human
response to noise varies, measurements can be calculated with instruments that record instantaneous
sound levels in decibels. The A-weighted decibel (dBA) is used to characterize sound levels that can be
sensed by the human ears. “A-weighted” denotes the adjustment of the frequency range to what the
average human ears can sense when experiencing an audible event. The threshold of audibility is
generally within the range of 10 to 25 dBA for normal hearing. The threshold of pain occurs at the upper
boundary of audibility, which is normally in the region of 135 dBA (USEPA 1981). Noise levels can
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become annoying at 80 dBA and very annoying at 90 dBA. To the human ear, each 10 dBA increase
seems twice as loud (USEPA 1981).

3.4.3.1 Affected Environment

Existing background noise levels in the Proposed Action area range from 35 to 50 dBA in rural and
forested areas, to 57 to 67 dBA in commercial and light industrial areas. Sensitive noise receptors along
the proposed transmission line rebuild areas primarily include private single family residences, but also
include the Moffat Elementary School adjacent to Transmission Line 6905. Fewer than 10 structures
along Transmission Line 6905 are within 100 feet of the proposed rebuild and fewer than 25 structures
along Transmission Line 9811, including single family residences, are within 100 feet of the proposed
rebuild.

Noise sources along the three transmission lines stem primarily from natural sources. Highways add
traffic noise along short segments of the ROWSs where the highways and the transmission lines intersect
or parallel each other. A significant portion of the transmission lines are adjacent to County Roads.
Traffic is generally light on these County Roads, but does add to background noise. Agricultural activities
also contribute to ambient noise levels.

The State of Colorado has transferred noise regulation authority to local jurisdictions; however, the State
continues to be responsible for setting standards and general exemptions. Table 3-13 lists maximum
allowable noise levels for land use categories. Noise limits for construction activities include not
exceeding maximum permissible noise levels specified for industrial zones within 25 feet of the property
line.

Table 3-13. State of Colorado Maximum Allowable Noise Levels (dBA)

Daytime Nighttime
Zone
7amto 7 pm 7 pmto7am
Residential 55 50
Commercial 60 55
Light Industrial 70 65
Industrial 80 75

Source: NPC 2004
3.4.3.2 Environmental Effects

3.4.3.2.1  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Noise from construction activities varies depending on the type of construction equipment being used, the
area that the action would occur in, and the distance from the noise source. Constriction activities can
cause a temporary increase in sound that is well above the ambient level. A variety of sounds are emitted
from loaders, trucks, and other work equipment. Table 3-14 lists noise levels associated with common
types of construction equipment. In the event the terrain is inaccessible, a helicopter would be used to lift
poles in place. Noise levels associated with the use of a helicopter would be similar to noise levels
associated with the previously described construction equipment. Construction equipment usually exceeds
the ambient sound levels by 20 to 25 dBA in an urban environment and up to 30 to 35 dBA in a quiet
suburban area.
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Table 3-14. Predicted Noise Levels for Construction Equipment

Construction Category Predicted Noise Level Human Effect
and Equipment at 50 feet (dBA)
Clearing and Grading
Bulldozer 80 Annoying
g Annoying to Very annoying
Grader 80-93 Hearing damage (8 hours)
g Annoying to Very annoying
Truck 83-94 Hearing damage (8 hours)
Roller 73-75 Telephone use difficult
Excavation
Backhoe 79-93 Annqymg to Very annoying
Hearing damage (8 hours)
Jackhammer 81-98 Annoying to Very annoying

Hearing damage (8 hours)

Construction

Annoying to Very annoying
Hearing damage (8 hours)
Welding generator 71-82 Annoying

Annoying to Very annoying

Concrete mixer 74-88

Pile driver 91-105 Hearing damage (8 hours)
Crane 75-87 Annoying
Paver 86-88 Annoying

Source: USEPA 1971

Individual equipment used for construction activities would be expected to result in noise levels
comparable to those shown in Table 3-14. Noise from construction activities varies depending on the
type of equipment being used, the area the action would occur in, and the distance from the noise source.
Construction usually involves several pieces of equipment (e.g., bulldozers and trucks) that could be used
simultaneously. To predict how these activities would impact adjacent populations, noise from the
proposed construction equipment was estimated. Under Alternative A, the combined noise from the
equipment was conservatively estimated to determine the total impact of noise from construction
activities at a given distance. Examples of expected construction noise during daytime hours at specific
distances are shown in Table 3-15. These sound levels were estimated by adding the noise from several
pieces of equipment and then calculating the decrease in noise levels at various distances from the source.

Table 3-15. Estimated Noise Levels from Construction Activities

Distance from Noise Source Estimated Noise Level Human Effect
Very annoying
50 feet 9010 94 dBA Hearing damage (8 hours)
100 feet 84 to 88 dBA Annoying
150 feet 81 to 85 dBA Annoying
200 feet 78 to 82 dBA Telephone use difficult
DOI-BLM-C0O-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
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400 feet 72 t0 76 dBA Telephone use difficult
800 feet 66 to 70 dBA Intrusive
1,200 feet < 64 dBA Quiet to Intrusive

The short-term increase in ambient noise levels from construction and rebuild of the proposed
transmission lines would not cause significant adverse effects on the surrounding populations. The noise
from construction equipment would be localized, short-term, and intermittent during machinery
operations. Heavy construction equipment would be used periodically during construction; therefore noise
levels from the equipment would fluctuate throughout the day.

Once construction activities are complete, noise levels would return to existing noise levels. Maintenance
noise would stem from patrolling the transmission lines every other month by a single individual in a
pick-up truck, four-wheeler, snow cat, or by walking the line (depending on access). Noise levels
associated with these maintenance activities would be similar to existing noise levels. Therefore, there
would be no impacts to the noise environment from maintenance activities.

3.4.3.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

Proposed noise levels under Alternative B would generally be expected to result in short-term, minor,
adverse effects on the noise environment from construction and maintenance equipment. However, during
construction of the trenches for the portions of the transmission lines that would be buried, noise would
be elevated to “annoying to very annoying levels” due to excavation and concrete pouring activities.

Should a concrete batch plant be used on site, the batch plant would be anticipated to produce a blend of
noises from the running of electric motors and conveyor belts, the clatter of materials falling into
collection hoppers, and the sounds of trucks going to and from the plant site. However, the sounds
generated by the plant would not be considered loud beyond the immediate vicinity of the site and would
be intermittent during construction activities. If concrete would not be produced in an on-site batch plant
but instead trucked to the site, approximately 2,600 truck deliveries of the concrete would be needed. This
would result in short-term increases in noise levels from truck traffic. Overall impacts from the elevated
noise levels during construction of the buried lines would be temporary and minor. Indirect noise impacts
to biological resources in the immediate vicinity of the construction could be moderate to major. Once
construction activities are complete, noise levels would return to existing noise levels.

3.4.3.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, the Proposed Action would not be implemented. Existing conditions
would remain the same as described in Section 3.4.5.1. No new effects on the existing ambient noise
levels would occur.

3.5 Land Resources

3.5.1 Farmlands Prime and Unique

35.1.1 Affected Environment

There are 18 soil units that are classified as prime farmland, farmland of unique importance, or prime
farmland if irrigated within the project area (Table 3-2). In total, the project area contains 445 acres of

soils that have been identified as prime farmland, farmland of unique importance, or prime farmland if
irrigated. Of these 445 acres, approximately 264 acres are actively being farmed.
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3.5.1.2 Environmental Effects

35.1.21  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Construction on all three transmission lines has the potential to impact 445 acres of prime farmland soils
from the short-term disturbance to soils during construction. The ROW for the proposed construction of
Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 would overlap with active agricultural areas that have been identified
as prime or unique farmlands. Of the 445 acres of prime farmland soils within the ROW, approximately
264 acres are actively being farmed. Construction activities would have a negligible, short-term effect on
these areas. However, the portions of the farmland disturbed would be returned to pre-project conditions
without altering the long-term agricultural nature or use of the land. Additionally, the transmission line
ROW through many of these areas shares the ROW with an existing road, so the disturbance area to
farmlands would be limited. No long-term conversion of prime farmland would be anticipated since the
new poles would be constructed within the existing transmission line ROW and would be replacing
existing poles. No prime or unique farmlands would be impacted by the construction of Transmission
Line 6920.

BLM Lands

On BLM-administered lands, construction on Transmission Lines 6905 and 9811 has the potential to
impact 42 acres of prime farmland soils from the short-term disturbance to soils during construction. Of
these 42 acres, none are actively being farmed. The short- and long-term effects to prime farmland soils
from construction activities would be the same as those described above. No long-term conversion of
prime farmland would be anticipated as the new poles would be constructed within the existing
transmission line ROWs.

Forest Service Lands

On Forest Service lands, construction on Transmission Line 6905 has the potential to impact 2.6 acres of
prime farmland soils from the short-term disturbance to soils during construction. Of these 2.6 acres, none
are actively being farmed. The short- and long-term effects to prime farmland soils from construction
activities would be the same as those described above. No long-term conversion of prime farmland would
be anticipated as the new poles would be constructed within the existing transmission line ROW.

State Lands

On state lands, construction on Transmission Lines 6905 and 9811 has the potential to impact 23.6 acres
of prime farmland soils from the short-term disturbance to soils during construction. Of these 23.6 acres,
none are actively being farmed. The short- and long-term effects to prime farmland soils from
construction activities would be the same as those described above. No long-term conversion of prime
farmland would be anticipated as the new poles would be constructed within the existing transmission
line ROWs.

Private Lands

On private lands, construction on all three transmission lines has the potential to impact 377 acres of
prime farmland soils from the short-term disturbance to soils during construction. Of these 377 acres,
approximately 264 acres are actively being farmed. The short- and long-term effects to prime farmland
soils from construction activities would be the same as those described above. No long-term conversion
of prime farmland would be anticipated as the new poles would be constructed within the existing
transmission line ROWs.
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3.5.1.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

The corridor in which portions of Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 would be buried would not intersect
any areas that have been identified as prime farmland soils that are being actively farmed; therefore, no
impacts would be anticipated from the burial of the transmission lines under Alternative B. The impacts
to the rest of the transmission lines proposed for aboveground construction would be the same as
described under Alternative A.

35.1.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, no impacts to prime or unique farmlands would occur along the
transmission line ROWSs or access routes for construction activities. Continued maintenance activities
along the ROWSs would not be anticipated to result in any impacts to prime or unique farmlands as no
permanent features would be constructed and maintenance activities would continue within existing
ROWs.

3.5.2 Lands and Realty

3.5.2.1 Affected Environment

Transmission Lines 9811, 6905 and 6920 cross through several public land parcels of varying sizes. The
map-book in Appendix A shows the public lands crossed by the existing transmission lines. As noted in
Table 3-1, no specially designated BLM lands or specific Forest Service land classification areas are
crossed by the existing transmission lines. Some activities are restricted in the existing transmission line
ROWs; however, most activities are unrestricted such as recreation or grazing. No BLM or Forest Service
Category | or Il lands for disposal have been identified along the transmission lines (Forest Service 1984;
BLM 1991). Additionally, no withdrawals are located in the corridor previously authorized by BLM or
Forest Service for the existing transmission lines.

The existing ROWSs for Transmission Lines 9811, 6905 and 6920 allow other permitted uses and ROWSs
to exist, including roads and other utility lines or telecommunication lines.

3.5.2.2 Environmental Effects

35.22.1  Alternative A: Proposed Action

There would be no impact to existing or future land status to rebuild the existing transmission lines. Uses
authorized under existing ROWSs would not be affected. Under Alternative A, ROW Grant amendment
would be authorized along previously authorized corridors. Along Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905, the
proposed widths of the ROWSs would not change from the existing widths. However, the ROW for
Transmission Line 6920 would be expanded from 30 feet to 75 feet. The wider ROW would comply with
NESC compliance standards and Colorado Public Utilities Commission specifications. Additionally, the
wider ROW would allow for the existing line to remain energized and electrical service maintained for
customers while this transmission line is rebuilt.

BLM Lands
BLM would authorize a ROW Grant amendment for the portions of Transmission Lines 9811, 6905, and
6920 that cross BLM administered lands.

Forest Service Lands

Forest Service would concur with BLM to issue the ROW Grant amendments for Transmission Lines
9811 and 6905 on lands in the San Isabel National Forest.
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USFWS Lands

The ROW was deeded for Transmission Line 6905 when the Baca National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) was
created. No new or amended ROW authorizations are required for this transmission line through the Baca
NWR.

State Lands

The Colorado State Land Board would grant an amendment to the existing ROWSs across state lands for
the rebuilt Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905.

Private Lands

Xcel would work with private landowners to modify the existing easement agreements, as needed, to
allow Transmission Lines 9811, 6905, and 6920 to be rebuilt.

3.5.2.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

The impacts to land status and realty authorizations would be the same as those described under
Alternative A; with the exceptions of where the lines would be buried, and to accommodate a concrete
batch plant, should one be required. If Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 are buried in occupied GuSG
habitat, a new permanent 100-foot ROW would be required on BLM-administered lands. BLM would be
able to amend the ROW Grant for this portion as a modification of its original ROW Grant. No impact to
existing or future land status would occur as a result of burying a portion of the transmission lines. Uses
authorized under the existing ROWs would not be affected.

3.5.2.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, no ROW Grant amendments would be issued by BLM or Forest
Service. Amended ROWs from Colorado Land Board and agreements with private landowners would not
be necessary. Maintenance and emergency repairs would continue under the existing authorizations.

3.5.3 Range Management

3.5.3.1 Affected Environment

There are eleven grazing allotments that include portions of the ROW for the proposed transmission line
rebuilds (Table 3-16). The allotments primarily consist of BLM-administered lands, but also contain
small portions of state and private lands. Livestock would likely be present within these grazing
allotments during construction and operations. Improvements typically found within allotments include
water wells, stock water ponds, and fencing. Some of these improvements are found within 50 to 100 feet
of the transmission line ROWs.

Table 3-16. Grazing Allotments within the Project Area

.. . Animal

Trans_mlssmn Allotment Allotment Name Acreage Livestock Unit Status
Line Number Type
Months
6905, 9811 14501 Poncha Pass-West 1,925 Cattle 375 Active
6905, 9811 24504 Round Hill 267 Cattle 12 Active
6905, 9811 24503 Clover Creek 82 Cattle 7 Active
6905, 9811 | 24508 Alder/Spring 1505 | Cattle 128 | Active
Creek
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Transmission Allotment Allotment Name Acreage Livestock AB'r:riltal Status
Line Number Type
Months
6905, 9811 24510 Turquoise Gulch 3,806 Cattle 559 Active
6905, 9811 24513 Kelly Creek 7,266 Cattle 560 Active
6905, 9811 24518 Nye 1,463 Cattle 76 Active
6905, 9811 24517 Noland Gulch 8,677 Cattle 564 Active
6920 24514 Kerber Creek 3,928 Cattle 221 Active
9811 24531 Stonehouse 3,869 Cattle 390 Active
9811 24532 Crow 2,783 Cattle 369 Active

3.5.3.2 Environmental Effects

353.21  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Construction activities within the ROWSs would temporarily disturb up to 423 acres of the eleven grazing
allotments that intersect the ROWs (Table 3-17), representing approximately 1.1 percent of the total
acreage of the allotments. This would be considered a negligible short-term effect as this would represent
a minor portion of the total of all allotments. Further, construction would be localized and construction
along each transmission line would occur sequentially so that the total area being impacted at any one
time would be negligible relative to the total allotment acreage. Once construction is complete, there
would be no limits on continued grazing within the allotments. No long-term effects would be expected as
the proposed project would involve replacing existing transmission lines and any change in the permanent
area of disturbance would be negligible.

Table 3-17. Grazing Allotments Affected During Construction

Allotment Number Transmssmn Area Affe(_:ted during
Line construction (acres)
05883 6905 8.90
6905 25.72
14501 9811 21.95
6905 7.13
24503 9811 9.46
6905 0.07
24504 9811 1.49
6905 22.23
24508 9811 29.05
6905 28.17
24510 9811 42.40
6905 29.36
24513 9811 34.62
24514 6920 28.91
6905 12.44
24517 9811 31.18
24518 6905 14.42
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Atment e | TEETISSon | Are et dur

9811 1177
24519 6905 7.14
24531 9811 0.61
24532 9811 41.18
Unassigned 9811 3.14
Unassigned 9811 12.03

Total 423 acres

3.5.3.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

The corridor in which Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 would be buried would intersect several of the
same grazing allotments as described under Alternative A. However, because burial of the transmission
lines would require clearing a width of up to 100 feet during construction, there would be a slightly
greater temporary impact. This would represent a negligible short-term effect as the portion of each
grazing allotment would be a minor portion of the total of the allotments crossed. Following construction,
the surface of the trench would be revegetated and grazing would return to pre-construction conditions;
therefore, no long-term effects would be anticipated. The impacts to the rest of the transmission lines
proposed for aboveground construction would be the same as described under Alternative A.

3.5.3.23 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, no change in the availability of lands for grazing would occur along the
proposed project ROWSs or access routes for construction activities. Maintenance activities along the
ROWSs would not impact continued grazing within the allotments in the project area.

3.5.4  Transportation and Access
3.5.4.1 Affected Environment

US 285 (north to south) and US 50 (east to west) are the major US highways accessing the project area;
US 160 serves the southern end of the SLV but is just outside of the project area. The project area is also
served north to south by Colorado State Highway 17. Truck traffic is considered heavy between Saguache
and Poncha Springs along US 285, with an average of 95 to 110 truckloads per day hauling agricultural
products out of the Valley. Improvements, mostly resurfacing and paving, are planned for segments of the
road network based on the Colorado Department of Transportation 2035 Regional Transportation Plan
(SLVDRG 2013).

Beyond these transportation major routes, the project area is served by county, BLM, and Forest Service
roads, mostly unpaved. Many of the county roads have been rated as having poor surface conditions based
on Colorado Department of Transportation data (SLVDRG 2013). BLM roads are mostly native surface
routes linked to county, state and Federal highways to access specific purposes such as timber cutting,
grazing, mining, and utilities. The project area does not cross any BLM areas with limited use, including
Areas of Critical Environmental Concern or areas that have been closed to motorized vehicles, including
Wilderness Study Areas (BLM 2005).

Use of motorized vehicles in the majority of the San Isabel Forest surrounding the project area is
restricted to designated roads and trails only. The rugged terrain limits the number of roads. Gates restrict
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open public access for some roads. Roads are closed seasonally to protect soil, water, and wildlife
resources (Forest Service 1984). In some instances the project area is accessed by private roads, of which
many are gated to restrict access from public lands.

3.5.4.2 Environmental Effects

3.5.4.2.1  Alternative A: Proposed Action

Rebuilding of Transmission Lines 9811, 6905, and 6920
would occur within or along existing ROWSs. The transmission
lines would be accessed by driving along the existing ROWSs
and where necessary from existing public or private roads. No
new roads would be built. Some access points would require
additional grading so construction equipment can drive into
the project area (identified as compaction areas in Appendix
A map-book). New culverts would be installed at certain
access points and along the transmission lines so construction
equipment can drive to the transmission line ROWSs. These
improvements would reduce ground damage during
construction. Non-paved roads would not be accessed during
wet conditions, except in emergency situations. Any rutting or
other damage to access roads would be repaired; ruts would be
filled in and revegetated as necessary.

Transmission line materials (poles, wire) and construction

equipment would be brought in using semi-trailer trucks along

the major US and state highways. Materials would be delivered  Figure 3-7. Example Location
and stored along the ROW where accessible by semi-truck. In Where Helicopter Access is
locations where semi-trucks cannot drive along the ROW, the Necessary

materials would be delivered to the staging area west of US

285, approximately 2.5 miles south of Villa Grove. From the staging area, the materials would be loaded
on smaller trucks for transport to the ROW. The main state and local roads already experience a relatively
high volume of trucks; negligible and short-term impacts are expected to the capacity and conditions of
these roads resulting from trips generated by material supply trucks.

Construction is generally expected to progress for each transmission line from one end to the other end.
However, depending on weather and as time constraints occur, construction may occur in multiple
locations along one or all of the transmission lines. Traffic from construction crews is not expected to
limit the overall capacity or safety of the road network, Users of the local roads may notice the presence
of additional vehicles on the rural roads even though capacity is not diminished.

For some locations along the transmission lines where terrain is too steep, access for materials and
construction crews is not possible by driving along the existing ROWSs. In these locations, which would
include the northern side of Poncha Pass, materials would be delivered to the site by helicopter. The
helicopter would not land; on-ground crews would unload construction materials from the haul cable.
These crews would access the site using small all-terrain vehicles or by walking into these locations. A
helicopter/aviation safety plan would be the responsibility of the helicopter company and would be
submitted to BLM and Forest Service prior to flights.

Long-term maintenance of the transmission lines would be conducted by a single crew on an
approximately bi-monthly schedule; impacts to traffic and road condition on existing roads would be
negligible.
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Consequently, short- and long-term adverse effects to transportation facilities and safety conditions would
be negligible. Xcel would implement seasonal and wet weather restrictions to reduce negative impacts to
roads and access routes. A helicopter/aviation safety plan would be the responsibility of the helicopter
company and would be submitted to BLM and Forest Service prior to flights.

BLM Lands

Access to construct and maintain the transmission lines would be along designated BLM roads and along
the existing transmission line ROW. There are areas for each of the transmission lines where clearing and
minor grading would be necessary so construction equipment can drive to and along the ROW (Appendix
A). BLM designated roads would not be degraded during construction resulting in any additional
maintenance cost to BLM. Access to other BLM land uses would not be removed or substantially
impaired during construction or maintenance activities.

Forest Service Lands

Clearing would be needed along Transmission Line 6905 for construction equipment to access the ROW.
There is one gated access along FR 208 that would be used. As with BLM roads, Forest Service roads
would not be degraded during construction or maintenance; no additional cost to Forest Service is
expected. Negligible, short-term impacts to dispersed recreation users would be possible when materials
are being delivered or construction crews are driving to the transmission line ROW.

State Lands

State lands would be accessed from state, county or BLM roads. Negligible, short-term impacts to other
state land users are possible when materials are being delivered or construction crews are driving to the
transmission line ROW.

Private Lands

Negligible, short-term impacts to private land owners would be possible when materials are being
delivered or construction crews are driving to the transmission line ROW. Private roads would only be
used during construction and maintenance activities in accordance with the private agreements worked
out between Xcel and these landowners.

3.5.4.2.2  Alternative B: Burying Portions of the Lines

The portions of Transmission Lines 9811 and 6905 that would be buried would be accessed using the
same roads as described under Alternative A. During construction, a larger number of trips for Alternative
B would be anticipated due to the additional materials needed to construct the underground trenches. An
additional 2,600 truck trips would be estimated to be required if concrete were to be trucked in to the
buried line ROW. The additional trucks would be expected to result in moderate traffic impacts on US
285 between Salida and the project site, particularly over Poncha Pass, during the trenching period. If
concrete is mixed on-site, additional truck trips to the project area would be required for delivering
cement, aggregate and water. These impacts would be anticipated to be minor. Additionally, in the event
of repair following construction, more trips would be expected under Alternative B than for the
aboveground maintenance because of the additional time and difficulties associated with repair activities
on the buried transmission lines. The impacts to the other portions of the transmission lines that would be
rebuilt aboveground would be the same as described under Alternative A.

35.4.2.3 Alternative C: No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, no trips for construction materials or crews would be necessary;
therefore, no additional traffic on state, local, BLM, Forest Service, or private roads would be generated.
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Maintenance activities along the proposed project ROW and existing public and private roads would
continue. As structures continue to further deteriorate with age, more frequent trips would be necessary
for line observation, maintenance and repair.

3.6  Cumulative Impacts

CEQ regulations (40 CFR 1508.7) require the assessment of cumulative impacts in the decision-making
process for federal projects. A cumulative impact is an impact on the environment that results from the
incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future
actions regardless of which agency, organization, or person undertakes such other actions. Cumulative
impacts can result from individually minor, but collectively significant, actions taking place over a period
of time.

To determine potential cumulative impacts, actions in the vicinity of the transmission lines proposed for
rebuild were identified. Potential projects identified as cumulative actions included any planning or
development activity that has recently been, is currently being, or that is likely be implemented in the
reasonably foreseeable future and that may have cumulative impacts with the proposed project. The
known past, current, and reasonably foreseeable future actions identified below in Section 3.6.1 have
been evaluated by resource area in conjunction with the impacts of the proposed project alternatives in
Section 3.6.2.

3.6.1  Past, Present, and Reasonably Foreseeable Future Actions

The population for the SLV was estimated at 46,027 in the 2010 census, which represents a minor
decrease from the 2000 census data and follows an overall decreasing trend in the region’s population.
Within the region, Alamosa and Saguache counties have showed an increase in population in the recent
decade while Rio Grande County has experienced declining population. The forecasted growth rate for
these three counties is slow (1.5 percent) through 2020 (SLVDRG, 2013). Chaffee County, on the other
hand, has experienced and continues to experience substantial population growth.

The counties within the project area have experienced past disturbances from historic mining activities,
timber harvesting and fuels reduction, dispersed recreation, road construction and maintenance, livestock
grazing, agriculture, development of water supply infrastructure (dams, diversions, etc.), development of
energy and distribution infrastructure, and general development. These disturbances have contributed
cumulative detrimental impacts to water quality, hydrology, vegetation, wildlife, land use, soils, and a
number of other resource areas.

Specific and relevant past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions within the SLV include
renewable energy development, other electric transmission projects, and conservation and land protection
programs. These are described in the following sections.

Renewable Energy Development

Although numerous renewable energy projects are operating in the SLV, including geothermal and wind
projects, the largest renewable energy developments are solar. Four utility-scale solar plants are online in
the SLV, making the region one of the country’s major producers of solar electricity. The plants generate
over 90 megawatts (MW) of electrical power. All sell the power to Xcel under power purchase
agreements. The existing plants are:

e Alamosa Solar Farm (SunEdison) — 8.22 MW — Built by SunEdison in 2007 on 82 acres near
Mosca.
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e Greater Sandhill Solar Farm (SunPower) — 20 MW — SunPower built Greater Sandhill in 2010 on
200 acres adjacent to SunEdison’s Alamosa Solar Farm near Mosca. SunPower has since sold the
plant to Met Life.

e San Luis Valley Solar Ranch (Iberdrola Renewables) — 35 MW — Iberdrola Renewables built the
plant on 220 acres of former farm ground near Mosca and began operation in December 2011.

e Alamosa Solar Generating Project (Cogentrix Energy) — 35 MW — Cogentrix began commercial
operation of the plant in May 2012 on 225 acres approximately 8 miles northwest of Alamosa
(SLVDRG 2013).

The number of municipal, commercial and residential installations of solar generation in the SLV has also
grown substantially in the past 5 years, and is projected to continue to grow (SLVDRG 2013).

Additional utility-scale solar projects proposed in the foreseeable future within the SLV would increase
utility-scale solar output by nearly 50 MW. These potential future projects include:

e SunPower — 49.5 MW photovoltaic. SunPower has applied for a land-use permit in Alamosa
County to build a plant approximately six mile west of Hooper on 320 acres. Final permit
approval is expected December 2014 with a target of December 2015 for production to begin.

e Lincoln Renewables — 30 MW photovoltaic. The project has received permitting from Alamosa
County for the construction of a generation plant on approximately 255 acres near the southwest
edge of the City of Alamosa (SLVDRG 2013).

Transmission

The SLV project area is currently served by three transmission lines that run along the single corridor
across Poncha Pass. Two of the lines are Xcel’s lines discussed as part of the Proposed Action and the
third is a 230-kV line that is owned and operated by Tri-State Generation and Transmission Association,
Inc. (Tri-State). Without increased capacity of the high-voltage transmission lines connecting power
generation sources to the national distribution grid, the SLV area cannot export energy. Further
development of solar power generation will require new transmission lines to export the power out of the
SLV (SLVDRG 2013).

Tri-State is considering a new north-south transmission line alignment from the existing San Luis Valley
Substation into New Mexico to mitigate voltage collapse and load shedding within the SLV. According to
Tri-State, the new 230-kV line would provide:

o Increased robustness of the electric grid for increased reliability in Colorado and New Mexico,

e A second source of power into the SLV from a separate geographic corridor, and,

e A pathway for renewable energy development in the region (Tri-State 2013).
Additionally, Tri-State is proposing to upgrade an existing 32.6-mile-long 69-kV transmission line to a
115-kV line along its existing Plaza-Waverly ROW between the existing Plaza Substation in Rio Grande
County and the Waverly Substation in Alamosa County. The proposed Plaza-Waverly 115-kV

Transmission Line Project includes an expansion of the Plaza Substation and transmission line rebuild to
the existing Waverly Substation.
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Conservation

Growing conservation and land protection programs in the SLV are working to mitigate detrimental
cumulative impacts. A number of private and public organizations have implemented land protection
programs in the SLV through negotiation of conservation easements with willing landowners. One spe-
cific example is a coalition of local governments, landowners, and nonprofit organizations that is working
to conserve land as part of the mitigation strategy in the San Luis Valley Habitat Conservation Plan.
Under this plan, the southwestern willow flycatcher and yellow-billed cuckoo would be offered greater
protection during ongoing and routine agriculture, infrastructure, and conservation activities by, in part,
conserving riparian areas within their habitat range (USFWS 2014e).

The USFWS is also proposing to establish the San Luis Valley Conservation Area, which would
potentially protect up to 530,000 acres of additional land in the SLV with conservation easements bought
from willing sellers. The conservation easement contracts would specify perpetual protection of habitat
for trust species under the protection of the USFWS, and limits on residential, industrial, or commercial
development. Contracts would prohibit alteration of the natural topography, conversion of native
grassland to cropland, and drainage or filling of wetlands (USFWS 2014e).

Finally, the State of Colorado is implementing new laws regarding ground water augmentation, wherein
landowners who use ground water for irrigation will have to purchase surface water rights to offset any
adverse impacts on downstream users (USFWS 2014e).

3.6.2 Impacts by Resource

The cumulative impacts analysis focuses on geographical proximity and incremental actions from the
proposed project construction and operation in conjunction with past, present, and reasonably foreseeable
future regional projects or actions as described in Section 3.6.1. Residual effects anticipated from the
Proposed Action, after taking into account all BMPs proposed by Xcel, was the basis for the cumulative
impacts described below.

Soils.  Ground-disturbing activities, movement of construction vehicles and equipment during the
construction phase of the proposed project, and improvements to existing access routes would contribute
to a minor, short-term soil disturbance and soil loss due to wind erosion and soil compaction. These
impacts would be incremental to other regional effects occurring as a result of area development (e.g.,
construction of solar energy projects), recreational users, and agricultural users. Soil movement could also
result in minor amounts of fugitive dust. Soil effects in the long term would be considered to be
cumulatively incremental and negligible.

Water Resources. No cumulative impacts on water resources would be expected from current renewable
energy development due to spatial and temporal isolation. Renewable energy projects in the area do not
occur along the same bodies of water and construction activities for these projects have already been
completed. Short- and long-term, negligible, adverse cumulative impacts on water resources would be
expected from the SunPower solar project near Hooper if construction activities for both projects occurred
at the same time. BMPs established by the SWMP would be implemented to reduce any potential
impacts. The Lincoln Renewables project is well south of the ROW area and would not be expected to
contribute to cumulative impacts on water resources as a result. Any additional construction of
transmission lines proposed by Tri-State Generation and Transmission would likely be built after
construction activities associated with the Proposed Action were complete. Vegetation clearing would
occur during construction of the proposed transmission lines; however, the lines would be expected to be
geographically isolated. Any cumulative impacts would be negligible and short-term.
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Air Quality and Climate Change. Cumulative effects to regional or local air quality may result from
construction of the proposed solar facilities and the Tristate 230-kV transmission line. Emissions
associated with the proposed construction activities could have short-term adverse, cumulative impacts if
they occur at the same time and in the same area as the Proposed Action. However, the regional air
quality is good and the project area is in attainment for all criteria pollutants and construction activities
would be localized and short-term. In addition, BMPs would be implemented to reduce construction
emissions. There could be short-term, minor impacts on local and regional air quality. The use of solar
facilities is anticipated to produce renewable energy that would reduce emissions associated with the
traditional production of electricity.

Vegetation. Vegetation clearing and grading during construction of the proposed project, and the
construction of new access routes or improvements to existing routes, would contribute to minor short-
term disturbance and vegetation loss. These impacts would be incremental to other regional effects,
occurring as a result of area development including solar energy projects, new transmission lines, and
recreational and agricultural users. Vegetation impacts in the long term would be considered incremental
and minor.

Invasive Species. Development activities directly remove or alter native habitat and increase human
activity in an area, which may lead to cumulative adverse impacts on native species if invasive species
spread. Increased use of vehicles and equipment could introduce non-native plant species to an area and
newly disturbed soil could allow non-native species to become established. The introduction of non-
native plant species could impact wildlife species which depend on native plant species. The contribution
of the proposed project to the cumulative impacts associated with invasive species in the long term would
be considered incremental and minor.

Wetlands and Riparian Zones. No cumulative impacts on wetlands or riparian zones would be expected
from the proposed project in combination with current or proposed development due to spatial and
temporal isolation of other past, present and reasonably foreseeable projects.

Wildlife. Construction activities associated with the Proposed Action would temporarily fragment habitat
and would contribute to minor short-term impacts on wildlife. These impacts would be incremental to
other regional effects, including renewable energy development and transmission, livestock grazing, and
recreation. A number of these activities could result in land use changes occurring in the project area and
could destroy and fragment habitat, disrupt movement corridors and potentially prevent wildlife species
from accessing all or portions of their home range. In naturally fragmented habitats, such as in Colorado,
impacts to sagebrush and valley bottoms may also affect connectivity between habitats. Cumulative
wildlife impacts in the long term would be considered incremental and minor.

Migratory Birds. Energy development activities and especially transmission would contribute to short-
term and long-term adverse effects on avian species. Additional transmission lines would cause short-
term disturbance during construction and potentially increase the risk of avian collisions. Migratory bird
impacts in the long term would be considered incremental and minor.

Special Status Species. Special status species within the project area may benefit from the establishment
of the San Luis Valley Conservation Area. Energy development and transmission would have incremental
adverse effects on special status species as these activities often result in large and permanent change to
the landscape and can effectively render a portion of a landscape uninhabitable to many species. These
activities directly remove and fragment habitat, increase human activity in the area, sever travel corridors,
and potentially introduce non-native plant species. The proposed project is anticipated to contribute
incremental and minor impacts to cumulative adverse impacts on special status species.

DOI-BLM-CO-300-2013-0006 EA February 2015
3-82



CONOOT A WNE

11
12
13
14
15

16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

26
27
28
29
30
31

32
33
34
35

36
37
38

39
40
41
42

43
44

EA for Rebuild of Xcel Energy Transmission Lines in the San Luis Valley

Cultural Resources. The SLV has a diverse and well-sequenced cultural record reflecting 12,000 years
of prehistoric use and rich, multi-ethnic historic heritage. However, the geographic distribution of
recorded sites is not representative as large swaths of the valley have not been inventoried or studied.
These are primarily private lands in the central portion of the valley. Cultural resources are at risk of
degradation due to erosion, OHV use, vandalism, and development. Cultural resources on private lands
are especially at risk of degradation due to extensive agriculture, commercial development, and lack of
identification and state or federal protection. Linear resources in the SLV are particularly sensitive to
cumulative impacts due to the piecemeal degradation of individual segments.

There would be little cumulative impact to cultural resources associated with the Proposed Action. None
of the existing and proposed solar and power transmission projects identified for cumulative impacts
overlap with the permanent ROWSs of the Proposed Action, and cultural resources in the permanent
ROWSs would not experience cumulative impacts. Sites in the area of analysis for indirect impacts are two
miles or more from the described projects and are unlikely to experience cumulative impacts to their
historic settings. Linear resources intersected by the Proposed Action do not extend to the described
projects and would not sustain cumulative impacts to additional segments.

Visual Resources. Cumulative effects to visual resources may result from existing and proposed solar
facilities and the Tri-State 230-kV transmission line. Several existing solar facilities (Alamosa Sun Farm,
Greater Sandhill Solar Farm, and San Luis Valley Solar Ranch) share a viewshed with Transmission Line
6905 at its termination at the Mosca Substation; however, the transmission line and solar facilities are
visually different and any cumulative effect would be minor. Furthermore, the facilities are interior to the
Valley from CO-17, the major travel route in the area, and do not interfere with the Sangre de Cristo
Mountains scenic vista. The cumulative effect with these solar facilities is minor. The Proposed Action
does not share a viewshed with other existing or proposed solar facilities in the region. The proposed Tri-
State 230-kV line from the San Luis Valley Substation into New Mexico would share a viewshed with
Transmission Line 9811 at the substation. This would result in a minor cumulative effect.

Noise. The Proposed Action would not be expected to have a noticeable long-term impact on the noise
environment. Proposed construction activities would produce elevated noise levels as these activities
move along each transmission line. Construction from the proposed solar facilities and Tri-State 230-kV
transmission line could have short-term adverse, cumulative impacts on the noise environment in the
event construction activities occur at the same time in the same region. These cumulative impacts would
last only until construction in a particular area is complete, so impacts would be negligible and short-term.

Farmland Prime and Unique. Construction along the transmission lines has the potential to temporarily
impact prime farmlands during construction of the Proposed Action and other reasonably foreseeable
projects. No long-term conversion of prime farmland would be anticipated and no cumulative impacts
would result.

Lands/Realty. No cumulative impacts would result from issuing new ROW authorizations along existing
transmission line corridors, since rebuilding Transmission Lines 9811, 6905 and 6920 would not change
the public land status or negatively affect existing permitted uses and ROWs.

Range Management. Construction along the transmission lines has the potential to temporarily impact
rangelands during construction of the Proposed Action and other reasonably foreseeable projects.
However, no long-term conversion of rangelands and no cumulative impacts would be anticipated to
result.

Transportation. Project-related transportation effects from the rebuild of Transmission Lines 9811, 6905,
and 6920 would be negligible and short term in nature. When added to trips generated by other past,
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1  present, and reasonably foreseeable projects, the cumulative impacts would be minor and limited to public
2 roadways where capacity would not be substantially diminished. The roadway conditions are not expected
3  to change from current conditions, with many of the roads already reported as fair to poor condition.
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Chapter 4 — Consultation and Coordination

4.1  List of Preparers and Participants

This EA was prepared by HDR, Inc. under the direction of the BLM and Forest Service. BLM and Forest
Service staff responsible for directing the preparation of the EA are listed as follows.

Name

Organization

Title

Area of Responsibility

Project Manager;

Leon Montoya BLM Realty Specialist Lands and Realty, Access
Paul Tigan BLM Assistant Field Manager Assisting Project Manager
Brian Garcia BLM Law Enforcement Ranger Law Enforcement
Joel Humphries BLM Wildlife Biologist Wildlife, Migratory Birds,
Sensitive Species
J|II_Luce_ro/Sue- BLM Wildlife Biologists Wetlands/Fisheries
Swift Miller
Melissa Shawcroft BLM Range Management Spec Range, Vegetation
Recreation, Wilderness,
LW(Cs, Visual, Areas of
Sean Noonan BLM Outdoor Recreation Planner Critical Environmental
Concern, Wild and Scenic
Rivers
. . Air Quality, Hydrology, Water
Negussie Tedela BLM Hydrologist Quality/Rights, Soils
Sean Hines BLM Cadastral Surveyor Cadastral Survey
Eduardo Duran BLM Natural Resource Specialist Riparian, T&E Species,
Plants, Farmlands
Jeff Brown BLM Archaeologist Cultural Resou_rces / Native
American
. Fuels Fire Ecology, Fuels
Paul Minow BLM Natural Resource Specialist Management
Martin Weimer BLM NEPA Coordinator Environmental Justice, Noise,

Socio-Economics

Chris Welker

Forest Service

Lands Special Uses

Lands and Realty

Angie Krall

Forest Service

Archaeologist

Cultural Resources / Native
American

Stephanie Shively

Forest Service

Wildlife Biologist

Migratory Birds, Terrestrial
Wildlife, Special Status
Species
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4.2 Tribes, Individuals, Organizations, or Agencies Consulted

The following tribes and tribal organizations were consulted during development of this EA:

1. The Navajo Nation 9. Pueblo de Cochiti

2. The Jicarilla Apache Tribe 10. Santo Domingo Pueblo

3. The Hopi Tribe 11. Picuris Pueblo

4. Ohkay Owingeh 12. Pueblo of Nambe

5. Taos Pueblo 13. Kewa Pueblo

6. San lldefonso Pueblo 14. Uintah and Ouray Tribe
7. Pueblo of Santa Ana 15. Southern Ute Indian Tribe
8. Santa Clara Pueblo 16. Ute Mountain Ute Tribe

The following agencies, representatives and organizations were contacted and invited to participate in the
scoping phase of this EA:

1. Colorado Parks and Wildlife 13. Colorado State Senator Gail Schwartz

2. Colorado State Land Board 14. State House Representative James Wilson

3. Colorado State Forest Service District 15. Saguache County Land Use Department
Ranger 16. Saguache County Commissioners

4. Colorado Dept of Public Health & 17. Alamosa County Commissioners
Environment 18. Alamosa County Land Use Department

5. Natural Resources Conservation Service 19. Crestone Town Board

6. Forest Service 20. Chaffee County Commissioner

7. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 21. San Luis Valley Ecosystem Council

8. Sangre de Cristo National Heritage Area 22. SLV Renewable Communities Alliance
Board 23. San Luis Valley Citizens Alliance

9. U.S. Senator Mark Udall 24. Town of Moffat

10. U.S. Senator Michael Bennet 25. Mayor of Salida

11. U.S. Representative Scott Tipton 26. Mayor of Poncha Springs

12. U.S. Representative Doug Lamborn
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