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January 8, 2016  

 

Tom Dodson and Associates 

Attn: Tom Dodson 

2150 N. Arrowhead Avenue 

San Bernardino, California 92504 

 

RE:   2015 BURROWING OWL SURVEY  

 APNS 429-020-021, 429-020-028, & 429-160-002   

 TTM 36030 - VISTA NUEVO 

 NUEVO AREA OF RIVERSIDE COUNTY 

 

Dear Mr. Dodson, 

 

Jericho Systems, Inc. (Jericho) is pleased to provide this letter report of findings for a protocol burrowing 

owl (Athene cunicularia, [BUOW]) survey conducted for the Vista Nuevo Development Project generally 

located in the community of Nuevo in western Riverside County north of San Jacinto Road, south of Lake 

Perris, east of Juniper Flats Road, and west of Menifee Road.   In 2005 the County compiled an Initial 

Study for a comparable residential development on the project site.  The County adopted a Mitigated 

Negative Declaration (MND) based on the Initial Study, but this approval was overturned by the Superior 

Court in 2007.  A Notice of Preparation (NOP) announcing the preparation of an EIR for the current 

project was filed on June 6, 2014, and a scoping meeting was held on July 7, 2014.  The general 

objectives of the current project are to develop the approximately 242-acre project area in a manner 

envisioned by the Riverside County General Plan and Multiple Species Habitat Conservation Plan 

(MSHCP).  The current project seeks to develop up to 314 single-family dwelling units on the proposed 

project site through a zone change and Tentative Tract Map (No. 36030). 

 

The County of Riverside is signatory to the Implementing Agreement of the MSHCP and thereby a 

permittee responsible for meeting the terms and conditions outlined in the MSHCP and the Biological 

Opinion. The project site is located within the portion of the MSHCP that requires focused BUOW 

surveys if suitable habitat is present. It is not located in within any cell designated as a ñcriteriaò area for 

potential or existing conservation.  Jericho conducted protocol-level focused BUOW surveys to satisfy the 

requirements set forth in the MSHCP and to determine the presence or absence of BUOW on the site. The 

results of Jerichoôs BUOW focused survey are intended to provide sufficient baseline information to the 

County and, if required, to federal and State regulatory agencies, including U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

(USFWS) and California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW), respectively, to determine if impacts 

will occur and to identify mitigation measures to offset those impacts.

 

Species Information 

 

The BUOW is a small, long-legged, ground-dwelling bird species, well-adapted to open, relatively flat 

expanses. In California, preferred habitat is generally typified by short, sparse vegetation with few shrubs, 

level to gentle topography and well-drained soils (Haug et al. 1993). Grassland, shrub steppe, and desert 

are naturally occurring habitat types used by the species. In addition, BUOW may occur in some 

agricultural areas, ruderal grassy fields, vacant lots and pastures, and flood control facilities, if the 

vegetation structure is suitable and there are useable burrows and foraging habitat in proximity (Gervais 
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et al 2008).  Unique among North American raptors, the BUOW requires underground burrows or other 

cavities for nesting during the breeding season and for roosting and cover, year round. Burrows used by 

the owls are usually dug by other species termed host burrowers. In California, California ground squirrel 

(Spermophilus beecheyi) and round-tailed ground squirrel (Citellus tereticaudus) burrows are frequently 

used by BUOW but they may use dens or holes dug by other fossorial species.  Habitat loss,  

fragmentation, and alteration of the ecosystem have contributed to burrowing owl declines.  BUOW are 

protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) and are considered by CDFW as a Species of 

Special Concern. 

 

Project Location 

 

The proposed project is situated on ±242 acres within the Lakeview/Nuevo Area Plan south of Nuevo 

Road and easterly of Sky Drive in the community of Nuevo in western Riverside County.  The proposed 

project is within Section 30, Township 4 South, Range 2 West, San Bernardino Base and Meridian of the 

USGS  Perris Quadrangle, 7.5 Minute Series Topographic Map (Figure 1-2).  

 

Site Characteristics 

 

The Lakeview/Nuevo area is located within the viewshed of the Lakeview mountains and Bernasconi 

Hills and is traversed by the San Jacinto River.  The Lakeview/Nuevo area has a mixture of land uses 

ranging from medium to large operation agriculture and hobby and horse farms, to smaller lot residential 

and mobile home parks.  The latter are found within the Nuevo core community area, located immediately 

north and west of the project site.  The community is accessible from the Nuevo Road exit on Interstate 

215 and is traversed by the Ramona Expressway and Nuevo Road, which forms the northern boundary of 

the project site.  

 

The site is gently sloped and has rolling to steep topography, with the southern terrain of the site generally 

rugged.  Elevations on the site range from 1,552 feet above mean sea level to 2,067 feet above mean sea 

level.  The site slope is generally from south to north, with the lowest elevations occurring at the 

northwesterly edge of the property adjacent to Nuevo Road.  An area of non-native mature trees and rock 

outcroppings occurs on the site, which is common in the hills and slope areas within the Lakeview/Nuevo 

area and similar geologic areas in western Riverside County.  The site presently consists of open space 

areas and abandoned, fallow agriculture land.  Seven soils are present; almost all types are of sandy or 

coarse sandy loam while one is rocky sandy loam. This soil is Cieneba rocky sandy loam and is the 

dominant soil on site. Plant communities include seven plant communities: northern mixed chaparral, 

Riversidean Sage Scrub, southern willow scrub, non-native grasslands, ornamental woodland, and 

inactive agriculture.  

 

Methods 

 

An initial BUOW habitat suitability assessment was conducted by a combination of database research and 

field reconnaissance.  All project site research and survey was managed and conducted by Jericho 

Systems, Inc. Ecologist Shay Lawrey.  Ms. Lawrey is an Ecologist and Regulatory Specialist who 

received a B.A. in Environmental Studies from the University of California, Santa Cruz and M.S. in 

Biology from Occidental College.  Ms. Lawrey has over a decade of experience conducting BUOW 

habitat assessments and focused/protocol surveys for BUOW throughout the desert ecotones of Riverside 

and San Bernardino Counties.  Ms. Lawrey was accompanied by Daniel Smith who also has over a 

decade of experience conducting BUOW habitat assessments and focused/protocol surveys for BUOW 

throughout the desert ecotones of Riverside and San Bernardino Counties. 
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Background information was gathered prior to visiting the project site to obtain information on BUOW 

occurrences in the project vicinity.  Data research included a review of the 2015 California Natural 

Diversity Data Base (CNDDB) and past survey reports. In addition, standard field guides and texts on 

sensitive and non-sensitive biological resources were used in the identification of species and suitable 

habitats. These resources provided baseline data regarding speciesô occurrences within the vicinity of the 

project site.  

 

On September 09, and 10, 2014 and February 04 and 21, 2015, Jericho Systems, Inc. (Jericho) Ecologists, 

conducted pedestrian surveys with 100 percent coverage of the subject property and surrounding areas 

when feasible, with special attention focused toward sensitive species including BUOW and those 

habitats potentially supporting such species. The purpose of these site visits was to review the site 

conditions and conduct comparative surveys to confirm whether or not any aspect of the biological 

conditions had changed since the previous surveys conducted in 2002, 2003 and 2005.  The surveyors 

looked for BUOW sign including, burrows, molted feathers, cast pellets, prey remains, and owl white 

wash. The area was also assessed for soil type and level of friability as well as habitat type and habitat 

structure. The result of the habitat assessment was that small mammal burrows, potentially suitable for 

BUOW were identified on site. Therefore, follow on focused BUOW were warranted, required and 

subsequently conducted.  

 

Shay Lawrey and Daniel Smith conducted the focused BUOW surveys, as per the MSHCP BUOW 

requirements, on August 1
th
, August 20, September 2 and October 22, 2015.  Four survey visits were 

made, two within the breeding season and two outside of breeding season. Ms. Lawrey and Mr. Smith 

systematically searched all potentially suitable habitat found within the project site. They also surveyed a 

500 foot (150 meters) survey buffer, where appropriate, feasible and accessible. Areas fenced off, were 

surveyed with binoculars and spotting scopes. The survey transects were spaced at approximately 100 feet 

(30 meters) which provided 100% visual coverage of the ground surface.  The surveys were conducted on 

calm weather days, during peak BUOW activity between the morning hours of 6:00 a.m. and 10:30 a.m. 

and evening hours of 2:30 p.m. to 5:30 p.m. Natural and non-natural substrates were examined for 

potential burrow sites.  All potential BUOW burrows encountered were examined for shape, scat, pellets, 

and tracks. Disturbance characteristics and all other animal sign encountered on the site are recorded in 

the results section. Date time and weather conditions were logged. A hand-held, global positioning system 

(GPS) unit was used to survey straight transects and record Universal Transverse Mercador (UTM) 

coordinates (North American Datum - NAD 27), to identify project boundaries, and for other pertinent 

information. A digital camera was used to take representative photographs, and 2015 Google Earth Pro 

was accessed to provide recent aerial photographs of the project site and surrounding area. 

 

Riverside County also requires that any survey limitations be identified. No limitations significantly 

affected the results and conclusions given herein.  Zone of influence transects could not be surveyed 

within the areas occupied by existing housing. Surveys were conducted during the appropriate season to 

observe the target species, in good weather conditions, by a qualified biologist who followed all pertinent 

protocols.  

 

Results 
 

As was observed during the previous surveys, the site conditions vary from high quality in some areas to 

very disturbed in others.  Considerable dumping was observed throughout but particularly in the northern 

most section of property.  In addition to dumping, other disturbances include dirt roads, OHV tracks, a 

homeless encampment and heavy feral dog activity.  The BUOW survey area is characterized by non-

native weedy species, such as storksbill, mustard, and brome grasses.  Plant species readily observed 

within the  BUOW survey area include eucalyptus (Eucalyptus sp.), Peruvian pepper tree (Schinus mol/e), 
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and jacaranda (Jacaranda sp.), Russian thistle (Salsola tragus), red brome (Bromus rubens), black 

mustard (Brassica nigra), oats (Avena sp.), barley (Hordeum sp.), horseweed (Conyza canadensis), 

horehound (Marrubium vulgare), California buckwheat (Eriogonum jasciculatum), black sage (Salvia 

mellifera), California sagebrush (Artemisia cali/ornica), California brittlebush (Encelia farinosa), and 

deerweed (Lotus scoparius). 

 

The soils on site are friable and conducive to burrowing as evidenced by the high number of ground 

squirrel burrows.  

 

The focused surveys were structured to detect BUOW.  No evidence of BUOW was found in the survey 

area.  There are many ground squirrel burrows located throughout the site, particularly along the borders 

of the site where the ground squirrels burrow into the dirt berms that raise the adjacent roads to a higher 

elevation than the site. No burrows of appropriate size, aspect, and shape were located within the property 

site, but there were old irrigation pipes potentially suitable for BUOW located in the center portion of the 

survey area.  None of these concrete pipes showed any evidence of past or present BUOW activity. No 

feathers, white wash or castings were found.  No BUOW individuals within the survey area or adjacent 

500-foot survey buffer.   

 

Conclusions 

 

BUOW are currently absent from the project site and BUOW have not previously been documented on 

the site or within a 2 mile radius of the site.  According to protocol and standard practices, the results of 

this survey will remain valid for the period of one year, after which time, if the site has not been disturbed 

in the interim, another survey may be required to determine the presence of BUOW and other sensitive 

flora and fauna on-site. 

 

As discussed, the BUOW are a CDFW Species of Special Concern and are protected by the MBTA.  In 

general, impacts to BUOW can be avoided by conducting work outside of their nesting season (peak 

burrowing owl breeding season is identified as April 15
th
 to July 15

th
), and conducting a worker 

awareness training. However, if all work cannot be conducted outside of nesting season, a project-specific 

BUOW protection and/or passive relocation plan can be prepared to determine suitable buffers and/or 

artificial burrow construction locations.   Regardless of survey results and conclusions given herein, 

BUOW are protected by applicable State and/or federal laws.  As such, if a BUOW is found on-site at the 

time of construction, all activities likely to affect the animal(s) should cease immediately and regulatory 

agencies should be contacted to determine appropriate management actions. Importantly, nothing given in 

this report is intended to authorize any form of disturbance to BUOW. Such authorization must come 

from the appropriate regulatory agencies, including CDFW and/or USFWS.  

 

 

Sincerely,       

 
Shay Lawrey, President       

Ecologist/Regulatory Specialist 

 

Attachments: 

¶ Figures  

¶ Site Photographs 

¶ Species Observed 
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Photo 1. Taken along northern boundary looking south east 
 

 
 
Photo 2. Taken along northern boundary looking south  
 
 

 
 
Photo 3.  Looking north east from approximately ¼ into the property 
 

 
 
Photo 4. Old irrigation pipes with broken bases potentially suitable for BUOW




