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Public Comments and Agency Responses 
 

Letters from FWS, BIA, AGFD, and 
Center for Biological Diversity 
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LETTER 1 

 

1-1 

1-2 



 
 
Final Environmental Assessment 
Habitat Acquisition for Southwestern Willow Flycatcher  

56

 



 
 
Final Environmental Assessment 
Habitat Acquisition for Southwestern Willow Flycatcher  

57

RECLAMATION RESPONSES 
LETTER 1.  U.S. FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE 

 
 
1-1. The EA has been revised to include additional information regarding the suitability of the 

habitat for migrating and dispersing willow flycatchers. 
 
1-2. The EA has been revised to include additional information regarding the suitability of the 

habitat for bald eagles. 
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LETTER 2 

 

2-1 
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RECLAMATION RESPONSES 

LETTER 2.  BUREAU OF INDIAN AFFAIRS 
 
2-1. Section 3.3 of the EA has been revised to include a consultation requirement with BIA 

for any impact the proposed land acquisition may have on Indian Trust Assets.  The BIA 
will also receive a copy of the cultural resources investigation report of the property. 
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LETTER 3 

3-1 
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RECLAMATION RESPONSES 
LETTER 3.  ARIZONA GAME AND FISH DEPARTMENT 

 
3-1. Your comment has been noted.  Thank you. 
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LETTER 4 

 

4-1 

4-2 
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RECLAMATION RESPONSES 

LETTER 4.  CENTER FOR BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY 
 
4-1. Under the proposed action, only the riparian corridor will be acquired.  Upland portions 

of the properties, including water rights, will be retained by the current owners.  We share 
your concern about groundwater pumping negatively impacting riparian habitat.  We 
believe the collective efforts of Salt River Project, The Nature Conservancy, Bureau of 
Land Management, and Reclamation to protect and manage lands on the lower San Pedro 
River for riparian habitat are helping to offset further negative impacts.  On properties 
where water rights have been acquired and agriculture has been retired, water withdrawal 
has been reduced.  Although no water rights will be acquired with this property, we 
believe protection through fencing will result in improved riparian habitat. 

 
Streamflow on the San Pedro River can be extreme, ranging from no flow to a peak flow 
of 135,000 cfs recorded at the gage below Aravaipa Creek in the winter of 1983 (USGS 
streamflow website as reported in SRP 2005).  USGS stream gage data show May and 
June with the lowest flows and July through September with greatest flows.  Intense and 
localized storm events occur in the summer, while more gentle but sustained winter flows 
occur in the winter (SRP 2005b).   

 
Streamflow on the property is intermittent, with the greatest flow occurring in pulses 
during winter and summer rains.  During recent drought years, surface flow has been 
absent during much of the breeding season (SRP 2005b).  However, suitable riparian 
habitat exists and habitat is likely to continue to improve once the property is fenced.  We 
anticipate streamflow will increase on the property as conditions favoring normal 
precipitation return.   

 
Hydrological conditions at willow flycatcher sites can very within a season and between 
years (FWS 2002).  Where a river channel has changed naturally or during drought years, 
there may be a total absence of water or visibly saturated soil for several years, but the 
riparian vegetation and breeding flycatchers may persist.  Subflow or a high water table 
can also sustain riparian habitat.  At sites where hydrological conditions are favorable 
only for a short period of time, temporary but valuable willow flycatcher habitat can be 
created.   

 
4-2. The property is a habitat mosaic of varying ages and composition, characteristic of 

riparian systems in the Southwest.  Pre-breeding, breeding, dispersing, and non-territorial 
flycatchers can use a wide variety of riparian habitats (70 FR 60908).  Willow flycatchers 
typically place nests in dense habitat, but they also use the matrices of open spaces and 
shorter/sparser vegetation (70 FR 60907).  The extent and diversity of habitat used is 
more widespread than previously believed at the time the Biological Opinion (1996) was 
released (70 FR 60908).  Habitat characteristics such as dominant plant species, size and 
shape of habitat patch, canopy structure, vegetation height, and vegetation density vary 



 
 
Final Environmental Assessment 
Habitat Acquisition for Southwestern Willow Flycatcher  

67

widely among sites.  Nest sites typically have a dense canopy, but at some sites dense 
vegetation may exist only at the shrub level, or as a low dense canopy (70 FR 60908).   

 
The property contains some suitable willow flycatcher habitat within the Fremont 
Cottonwood-Goodding’s Willow gallery forest and mixed riparian habitats.  This forest 
type consists of young to middle-aged stands of Fremont cottonwood and Goodding’s 
willow, with moderate to closed canopies (usually greater than 60 percent cover) (SRP 
2005b).  Other species include seep willow, saltcedar, and various shrubs and annuals.   
The mixed riparian habitat is composed of Goodding’s willow and Fremont cottonwood 
that are co-dominant with other species, primarily saltcedar, but also velvet ash, Mexican 
elder, and seep willow.  No single species within the mixed riparian habitat comprises 
more than 80 percent of the total composition and vegetation density varies.  

 
Canopy cover and vertical foliage density on the property varies and a quantitative 
baseline inventory has not been conducted.  Some small to large habitat patches 
composed of at least 85% canopy cover and 50% vertical foliage density currently exist 
on the property and the habitat is likely to improve once it is protected from livestock 
grazing and trespass vehicles and drought conditions end.  We anticipate the habitat will 
also change over time through periodic flood events and variation in intermittent flows.  
As the habitat regenerates, matures, and scours out periodically the canopy cover, vertical 
foliage density, and patch size of suitable habitat will vary.  A baseline habitat inventory 
will be conducted once the property is purchased.   


