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FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT
Yuma East Wetlands
Restoration and Enhancement Project

U. S. Department of the Interior
Bureau of Reclamation
Yuma Area Office

In accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA) as amended,
and based on the following, the Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) has determined
that assisting the COY with the Yuma East Wetlands (YEW) project would not result in a
significant impact on the quality of the human environment or the natural or cultural
resources of the area. A copy of the Environmental Assessment (EA) is attached to this
Finding of No Significant Impact.

AT

The purpose of the proposed project is to transfer funds to the COY for restoring,
enhancing, and protecting native riparian, wetland, and aquatic habitats, as well as
providing cultural preservation, environmental education, low-impact recreation, and
eco-tourism opportunities within the YEW project area. The need for the project is for
Reclamation to satisfy one of the primary purposes of federal authorities by contributing
to the well being of the public at large, by assisting in the preservation and conservation
of wildlife as well as offering recreational and aesthetic amenities to U.S. citizens.

The Yuma East Wetlands Restoration project aims to restore native riparian, wetland, and
aquatic habitats along the lower Colorado River. This will be accomplished through;
restoring water flow in degraded wetland and aquatic habitats, riparian re-vegetation
activities, and conversion of existing non-native habitat to native cottonwood/willow
habitat. The restoration area covers approximately 1400 acres.

The Corps of Engineers has issued a 404 permit (Regional General Permit No. 22) for the
YEW restoration project. The State Historic Preservation Office concurred with the
finding that no historic properties in Arizona are affected. Concurrence on a finding of
“may affect, not likely to adversely affect” the southwestern willow flycatcher and Yuma
clapper rail was received from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

Measures to avoid effects of the proposed project to Yuma clapper rail and the
southwestern willow flycatcher and their habitat area:

s
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1. Heavy construction work such as clearing and leveling, dredging/excavating,
and placement of water control structures will be done outside the clapper rail
breeding season (March 15 to July 10) and the southwestern willow flycatcher
migration period (see U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service letter).

2. The Ibis lake marsh area will be closed to recreational use to protect clapper
rails.
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3. Recreational facilities, including trails, will not cross the existing cottonwood/
willow habitat area commonly used by flycatchers, and will be on the edges of
restored riparian habitat area to allow for use of restoration area by migratory
birds including the southwestern willow flycatcher.

4. Best management practices will be used to control dust and maintain air
quality.

5. In addition, in accordance with grant agreement No. 04-FG-34-0003, the COY shall
comply with Section 1.2.A, Items 1-15. No federal funding shall be expended on the
federal portion of the project, until all environmental issues are resolved.

6. COY must comply with the Corps of Engineers, File No. 2001- 01041-MB dated
November 5, 2003, Special Conditions a. — k.

Based on analysis of the environmental impacts and mitigation and BMP measures, as
shown in the EA, Reclamation has concluded that implementation of the Project will not
have significant direct or indirect impacts on the quality of the human and natural
environment or cultural resources of the area.

WM%«% 5/

Jim Chérry, Area Manager - Date
Yuma/Area Office
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Environmental Assessment
Restoration and Enhancement
of the
Yuma East Wetlands

1.0 Introduction

The Yuma East Wetlands (YEW) project area is located along the Colorado River
floodplain (between River Miles 29.0 and 34.0). The project area is bounded to the west
by the Ocean-to-Ocean bridge, to the east by the Gila and Colorado River confluence,
and by the upper reservation levee and the south Gila levee (see figure 1). The YEW
project area encompasses approximately 2.25 square miles and is located in Sections 19,
21, 22, 23, & 24, Township 8 South, Range 22 7 23 West, of the Gila Salt River Meridan,
Yuma County, Arizona.

1.1 Background

The city of Yuma (COY) has prepared a master plan titled “Yuma East Wetlands
Restoration Plan” for restoration and enhancement of riparian and marsh areas within the
lower Colorado River region. The COY has worked closely with the public and various
stakeholders to develop (design and planning) the master plan. The COY has requested
and received financial assistance from various federal, state, and local entities for the
initial “YEW pilot restoration project.”

Congress allocated federal funding to the Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) for use in
the YEW’s restoration and enhancement project. The federal action evaluated in this
Environmental Assessment (EA) is the transfer of these federal funds to the COY through
financial assistance agreements (i.e. Grants and Cooperative agreements) to assist
restoration and enhancement of the YEW.

The Corps of Engineers (Corps) as the lead federal agency for the Yuma East Wetlands
project prepared an Environmental Assessment (EA), Statement of Findings, 404(b)(1)
Evaluation, and Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) for permit application
Number 944-0154-MB under Regional Permit (RGP) No. 22 for Aquatic and Wetland
Enhancement Activities. The Corps EA disclosed the potential environmental impacts,
including direct and indirect effects, of dredging activities conducted under the purview
of the RGP. Reclamation concurs with the Corps analysis of environmental impacts, and
hereby incorporates the Corp’s EA by reference.

1.2 Purpose and Need for Proposed Action

The purpose of the proposed project is to transfers funds to the COY for restoring,
enhancing, and protecting native riparian, wetland, and aquatic habitats, as well as
providing cultural preservation, environmental education, low-impact recreation, and
eco-tourism opportunities within the YEW project area.
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The need for the project is for Reclamation to satisfy one of the primary purposes of the
federal authorities listed below by contributing to the well being of the public at large, by
assisting in the preservation and conservation of wildlife as well as offering recreational
and aesthetic amenities to U.S. citizens. Reclamation has the ability to assist various
federal, state, tribal, and local governments with federal funds (by means of financial
assistance agreements) in the development of wetlands, endangered species, and assisting
in the recreational development on Reclamation lands provided that the project purpose
and objectives meet criteria within Reclamation authorizations. These authorizations
include:

e The Reclamation Act of 1902, June 17, 1092; P.L. 85-624
e The Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act of 1958; P.L. 93-205
e The Endangered Species Act of 1973, December 28, 1973 as amended

e The Reclamation Recreation Management Act, Title 28, of October 30, 1992
(P.L. 102-575)

e The North American Wetlands Conservation Act, December 13, 1989; P.L. 102-
575

e The Reclamation Recycling and Water Conservation Act of 1996, October 9,
1996

2.0 Description of Proposed Action and Alternatives

The Yuma East Wetlands Restoration Plan aims to restore native riparian, wetland, and
aquatic habitats along the lower Colorado River. This will be accomplished through
natural channel design; restored water flow in degraded wetland and aquatic habitats; and
riparian re-vegetation activities.

2.1 Proposed Action/Preferred Alternative

Under the proposed action, Reclamation will provide funding to the COY to assist in the
YEW development. Funding provided by Reclamation may be used by the COY for any
of the project phases, as listed below.

The YEW is a 5-10 year phased implementation program that will include the following
project features (see YEW master plan for detailed descriptions):

e Creation of a 6-acre YEW park through riparian revegetation.

e Conversion (revegetation) of existing non-native dominated habitat to native
cottonwood/willow habitat.

e Restoration of natural channel configuration resulting in restoration of water flow
in degraded wetland and aquatic habitats (dredging/excavation activities).

e Conversion of 77.5 acres of agricultural land to native riparian trees and shrubs.

e Sequential replacement of the remaining 1318.5 acres of non-native saltcedar and
giant cane habitats with native riparian trees and shrubs.
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The restoration area covers approximately 1400 acres. Over 300 species of birds, 32
species of mammals, 19 species of fish, 20 species of reptiles and 9 amphibian species
have been documented along the lower Colorado River. Two species listed as
endangered under the Endangered Species Act, the southwestern willow flycatcher and
the Yuma clapper rail, and one species under review for listing, the western yellow-billed
cuckoo, are expected to benefit from habitat protection and enhancement. Many special
status species and neo-tropical migratory birds are also expected to benefit from this
project.

2.2 No Action Alternative

Under the no action, Reclamation would not execute any financial assistance agreements
with the COY for the YEW project. Funds designated for the project would be returned
to the U.S. Treasury and designated for other purposes.

The no action alternative does not meet the purpose and need of assisting the COY with
federal dollars for the restoration and enhancement activities of the YEW.

2.3 Alternatives Considered, But Eliminated from Detailed Analysis

Reclamation considered the transfer of federal dollars (execution of assistance
agreement) alternative and a no action alternative. Alternative uses for the appropriated
funds were not considered, because federal funding was appropriated exclusively under
the Wetlands Development account for the Bureau of Reclamation to continue work on
the East Wetlands Restoration project in Yuma, Arizona.
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3.0 Affected Environment/Environmental Impacts

The Corps of Engineers as the lead federal agency for the Yuma East Wetlands project
prepared an Environmental Assessment (EA), Statement of Findings, 404(b)(1)
Evaluation, and FONSI for permit application Number 944-0154-MB under Regional
Permit (RGP) No. 22 for Aquatic and Wetland Enhancement Activities. The Corps EA
disclosed the potential environmental impacts, including direct and indirect effects, of
dredging activities, installation of inlet and outlet structures, removing nonnative
vegetation, and revegetate within the 1400 acre project area. Reclamation concurs with
the Corps analysis, and provides the following evaluation of potential impacts including
direct and indirect effects associated with the proposed action of transferring federal
dollars to the COY.

3.1 Air Quality and Noise

There will be noise and dust generated by land based equipment and hydraulic
dredge during the construction phase of the project. Additional noise would be of
short duration during construction activities and would become part of the
background noise levels associated of the surrounding farming community. It is
anticipated that some short-term air quality impacts would be created during
ground disturbance activities (vegetation clearing); however, best management
practices will be used to control dust and maintain air quality.

The air quality is expected to remain at comparative levels throughout
implementation of the YEW project. There will be no measurable impacts on air
quality as a result of this project.

3.2 Water Quality

On November 5, 2003, the Corps of Engineers (Corps) issued Regional General Permit
No. 22 (RGP 22, File No. 944-0154-MB) to the COY for aquatic and wetland
enhancement activities. This permit applies to activities in the Colorado River, including
backwaters and adjacent wetlands, within the state of Arizona and California, see Corp
of Engineers Environmental Assessment, Statement of Findings, 404(b)(1) Evaluation,
Finding of No Significant Impact, Dated March 20, 2000 Permit Application No. 944-
0154-MB under RGP 22. Under the RGP 22, the Environmental Protection Agency and
the state of Arizona has granted 401 water quality certification under the Clean Water Act
for above mention general permit No. 22. Activities covered under this permit include
dredging approximately 1,000,000 cubic yards of material to restore backwater channels,
construct 5 inlet and outlet structures, remove nonnative vegetation, and revegetate a
1,414 acre area within the floodplain of the Colorado River including wetlands.

The COP will comply with Corps Project Special Conditions under permit No. 2001-
01041-MB Items a. — k (see appendix A) Measures will be implemented that will not
adversely impact Colorado River waters. Construction activities will be performed
during low water conditions when the area is naturally dewatered and no discharge of fill
or construction debris to jurisdictional waters of the United States will be permitted. In
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addition, berms will be constructed in the dredge spoil deposition sites above the ordinary
high water mark and runoff will be fairly free of sediment.

3.3 Floodplain

Dredging and excavation activities will be conducted within the floodplain of the
Colorado River, between the upper reservation levee and the south Gila levee. Sediment
deposition from past flood events has filed in some wetlands and distribution channels,
and isolated other areas from critical water flow. Dredging and excavation activities will
restore water flow to deteriorated wetland areas. Dredged and excavated material will be
strategically placed within the floodplain on areas that have the lowest habitat value.
Portions of the dredged material will be used as revegetation sites.

Contaminates are not known to be present in the dredging and spoil site areas
(Reclamation 1999-2000); however, in accordance with Grant Agreement No. 04-FG-34-
0003, Section I.2.A, Items 1 — 15, the COY will prepare and implement a sampling and
monitoring plan for the excavated and dredged material. If contaminates are identified,
the COY will not place the excavated material on Fort Yuma Indian Reservation Lands,
or other lands, until the excavated material is remediated to meet all applicable Federal
and state standards for “fill” material. Dredged and excavated material (up-to 1,000,000
cubic yards) from the project area and placed within the same 1400 acre project area will
not significantly impact the rivers floodway capacity.

3.4 Vegetation and Wildlife (Threatened and Endangered species)

The YEW project site consists of approximately 1171 acres of riparian habitat
(cottonwood, willow, mesquite, saltcedar, and arrowweed) with 88 acres of wetland or
marsh. A total of 156 acres of open water habitat (which include 102 acres of Colorado
River Mainstem). Project will restore new open water habitats and enhance the riparian
habitat through revegetation activities and protection of existing habitats within the 1400
acres.

The species of concern within the project area are the endangered Yuma clapper rail
(Rallus longirostris yumanensis), and southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax traillii
extimus). A biological resources evaluation report (Steven & Phillips 2003) was prepared
and submitted to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). The report discussed the
potential impacts of the proposed action. Based on the biological evaluation, the USFWS
concurred with a finding of “may affect, but not likely to adversely affect” for the Yuma
clapper rail (YCR) and the southwestern willow flycatcher (SWF), (see Appendix A).

Implementation of the proposed project will result in the creation and enhancement of
additional marsh and native riparian habitats that would benefit the YCR and SWF.
Additionally to avoid impacting existing marsh and riparian habitats, all dredge and
excavated material will be place on pre-existing spoil sites or in locations of low habitat
value consisting of slatcedar.
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Mitigation measures will be implemented to avoid affects to the endangered YCR and
SWEF. Measures are listed in the Environmental Commitments section of the EA. No
designated critical habitat will be impacted in the proposed project area.

3.5 Cultural Resources

There will be no impacts to cultural resources. The Arizona State Historic Preservation
Office concurred on the determination of “no historic properties affected in Arizona,”
(see attached letters in Appendix A). A report titled “Archeological Survey in the Yuma
East Wetlands” was prepared by Western Archeological and Conservation Center,
National Park Service, 2003 (Bonstead 2003).

3.6 Land Use

The project area will occur within a stretch of the Lower Colorado River area that is used
primarily for recreational purposes and some agricultural. The project area offers
opportunity for wildlife viewing, fishing, and boating. Approximately 77 acres of lands
within the YEW is in agricultural production. The YEW project area lies on tribal, state,
and private lands. Where proposed work involves tribal, state, and private lands,
approvals will be obtained prior to initiating construction activities, in accordance with
special conditions, as specified in the Corp permit. (see Appendix A). The YEW project
will enhance, create, and restore riparian and wetlands habitats by providing water flow
controlled by inlet and outlet structures to deteriorating wetlands areas and revegetate
areas dominated by non-native species (saltcedar) with native plants and shrubs.
Recreational opportunities within the YEW project area will be enhanced as more open
water area will be created and wildlife viewing opportunities will increase as a result of
revegetation and backwater restoration activities.

Implementation of the project features; restoring backwater channels by dredging and
excavating , constructing 5-inlet and outlet structures, removal of non-native vegetation,
and revegetate within the project area will not change or impact the status of lands and
their use within the YEW project area, see attach tribal Resolution No. R-156-04 in
Appendix A.

3.7 Cumulative Impacts

Other similar actions or projects that could, or have resulted in changes to the local
environment (and result in cumulative impacts when combined with the proposed
project) include:

The COY’s Yuma West Wetlands project (located west of the YEW project). This
project consists of enhancing and restoring riparian habitat along the river. Reclamation
provided some financial assistance to the COY for the restoration efforts.

Implementation of future actions within the YEW project area by the COY (revegetation
and backwater restoration and enhancement) would restore habitat lost to natural
ecological succession for the benefit of fish and wildlife features. In addition, within the
YEW project area, Reclamation will be conducting maintenance dredging of the River
Mile 31 and 33 backwater restoration projects in 2005. This dredging action, coordinated
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with the state fish and game office and the Corps of Engineers, ensures continued water
flow to previously restored riparian and wetlands areas. Other restoration projects
(revegetation and backwater restoration) for the benefit of fish and wildlife are likely to
occur along this stretch of the river by other federal, state, local, and tribal governments,
Reclamation’s level of involvement at this time is unknown.

No significant adverse cumulative impacts are expected from the proposed action and
future similar actions within the project area based on project environmental
commitments that have been recommended by the U.S Fish and Wildlife Service and the
Corps of Engineers for past and current restoration actions within the area.

4.0 Environmental Commitments

Measures to avoid effects of the proposed project to Yuma clapper rail and the
southwestern willow flycatcher and their habitat area:

1. Heavy construction work such as clearing and leveling, dredging/excavating,
and placement of water control structures would be done outside the clapper
rail breeding season (March 15 to July 10) and the flycatcher migration period
(see U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service letter).

2. The Ibis lake marsh area will be closed to recreational use to protect clapper
rails.

3. Recreational facilities, including trials, will not cross the existing cottonwood
willow area used by flycatchers, and will be on the edges of restored riparian
habitat area to allow for use of restoration area by migratory birds including
the flycatcher.

4. Best management practices will be used to control dust and maintain air
quality.

5. Inaddition, in accordance with grant agreement No. 04-FG-34-0003, the COY shall
comply with Section 1.2.A, Items 1-15. No federal funding shall be expended on the
federal portion of the project, until all environmental issues are resolved.

6. COY must comply with the Corps of Engineers, File No. 2001-01041-MB, dated
November 5, 2003, Special Conditions a. — k.
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5.0 Consultation and Coordination

The Corps of Engineers was the lead federal agency for the city of Yuma’s Yuma East
Wetlands Restoration Project and performed consultation for the project with the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service (Section 7 consultation), the State Historic Preservation Office
(Section 106 consultation), see Appendix A- Permits and Consultations.

Reclamation coordinated with the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Quechan Indian
Tribe.

Reclamation will publish a notice to inform interested public and private entities that an
environmental assessment has been prepared and is available for public review.

5.1 List of Preparers
The environmental staff at the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation Yuma Area Office prepared
this Environmental Assessment.
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Appendix A
(404, ESA, SHPO, BIA, Quechan Resolution)





