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Introduction

In compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969, as amended (NEPA), the
Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) has conducted an environmental assessment (EA) for a
Proposed Action of authorizing the use of Federal funds to implement the Uncompahgre Valley
Water Users Association’s (UVWUA's) East Side Laterals Piping Project Phase 9 in Delta and
Montrose Counties, Colorado. Reclamation is providing the majority of the funding for the
project through the Colorado River Basinwide Salinity Control Program, and is therefore the
lead agency for the purposes of compliance with the NEPA for this Proposed Action. The EA
was prepared to address the potential impacts to the human environment due to implementation
of the Proposed Action.

Alternatives

The EA analyzed the No Action Alternative and the Proposed Action Alternative to authorize
and fund the implementation of the East Side Laterals Piping Project Phase 9.

Decision and Finding of No Significant Impact

Based upon a review of the EA and supporting documents, Reclamation has determined that
implementing the Proposed Action will not significantly affect the quality of the human
environment, individually or cumulatively with other actions in the area. No environmental
effects meet the definition of significance in context or intensity as defined at 40 CFR 1508.27.
Therefore, an environmental impact statement is not required for this Proposed Action. This
finding is based on consideration of the context and intensity as summarized in the EA.
Reclamation’s decision is to implement the Proposed Action Alternative.

Context

The affected locality is the existing EO, GK, EU, GB, and GB-A Laterals of the federal
Uncompahgre Project, located east of the City of Delta, in southcentral Delta County, Colorado
and north of the Town of Olathe, in northeast Montrose County. Affected interests include
Reclamation, the U.S. Bureau of Land Management (BLM), UVWUA shareholders, and
adjacent land owners. The project does not have national, regional, or state-wide importance.

Intensity
The following discussion is organized around the 10 significance criteria described in 40 CFR

1508.27. These criteria were incorporated into the resource analysis and issues concerned in
the EA.
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1.

Impacts may be both beneficial and adverse. The Proposed Action will impact
resources as described in the EA. Implementation of the Proposed Action will result in
beneficial effects related to reduction of salt and selenium loading in the Colorado
River basin.

Best Management Practices (BMPs) and mitigating measures were incorporated into
the design of the Proposed Action to reduce impacts. The predicted short-term effects
of the Proposed Action include impacts to wildlife and habitat due to noise and habitat
disturbance during construction. The predicted long-term effects are adverse effects to
irrigation structures as cultural resources eligible for listing in the National Register of
Historic Places (NRHP); loss of the canal laterals’ artificial wetland and riparian habitat;
and water depletions to downstream critical habitat for Colorado River endangered
fishes. The long-term effect on cultural resources is being mitigated by the preparation
of archival documentation. The long-term loss of artificial wetland and riparian habitat is
being mitigated with a habitat replacement project. Water depletions to critical habitat
for Colorado River endangered fishes are mitigated by the Upper Colorado River
Endangered Fish Recovery Program, as identified in the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service’s (FWS’) 2009 Final Gunnison River Basin Programmatic Biological Opinion
(PBO). Implementation of the Proposed Action will result in beneficial effects related to
the reduction of salt and selenium loading in the Gunnison and Colorado River basins.

As discussed in detail in the EA, none of the environmental effects are considered
significant. None of the effects from the Proposed Action, together with other past,
current, and reasonably foreseeable actions, rise to a significant cumulative impact.

The degree to which the selected alternative will affect public health or safety or
a minority or low-income population. The Proposed Action will have no significant
impacts on public health or safety. No minority or low income populations would be
disproportionately affected by the Proposed Action.

Unique characteristics of the geographic area. There are no unique park lands,
prime farmlands, wetlands, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically critical areas that
would be negatively affected by the Proposed Action.

The degree to which the effects on the quality of the human environment are
likely to be highly controversial. Reclamation contacted representatives of other
federal agencies, state and local governments, public and private organizations, and
individuals regarding the Proposed Action and its effects on resources. Based on the
responses received, the effects of the Proposed Action on the quality of the human
environment are not highly controversial.

The degree to which the possible effects on the human environment are highly
uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks. There are no predicted effects on the
human environment that are considered highly uncertain or that involve unique or
unknown risks.
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10.

The degree to which the action may establish a precedent for future actions with
significant effects or represents a decision in principle about a future
consideration. Implementing the action will not establish a precedent for future actions
with significant effects and will not represent a decision in principle about a future
consideration.

Whether the action is related to other actions which are individually insignificant
but cumulatively significant. Cumulative impacts are possible when the effects of the
Proposed Action are added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future
actions as described under related NEPA documents or approved plans; however,
significant cumulative effects are not predicted, as described in the EA in Section 3.12.

The degree to which the action may adversely affect sites, districts, buildings,
structures, and objects listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of
Historic Places. The Colorado State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) has
concurred with a determination of adverse effect to the Uncompahgre Project irrigation
structures involved in the Proposed Action. Reclamation has entered into a
Memorandum of Agreement with the SHPO and UVWUA to mitigate the impacts to the
affected structures.

The degree to which the action may adversely affect an endangered or
threatened species or its habitat that has been determined to be critical under
the Endangered Species Act of 1973. Reclamation consulted with FWS regarding
the effects on threatened or endangered species and critical habitat from the Proposed
Action. In the 2009 Gunnison River PBO (TAILS:65413-2009-F-0044), FWS concurred
that depletions associated with operation of Reclamation projects in the Gunnison
Basin may affect, and are likely to adversely affect, the four endangered Colorado
River fishes and their critical habitat on the Gunnison and Colorado Rivers. The terms
and conditions from that consultation are being followed. In the project specific
consultation (FWS TAILS: 06E24100-2018-1-0638), FWS concurred the Proposed
Action may affect, and is not likely to adversely affect, the threatened Colorado
hookless cactus and western yellow-billed cuckoo, and will not adversely modify
proposed critical habitat for the yellow-billed cuckoo.

Whether the action threatens a violation of Federal, state, local, or tribal law,
regulation or policy imposed for the protection of the environment. The Proposed
Action does not violate any federal, state, local, or tribal law, regulation, or policy
imposed for the protection of the environment. In addition, the Proposed Action is
consistent with applicable land management plans, policies, and programs. State,
local, and interested members of the public were given the opportunity to participate in
the environmental analysis process.

Environmental Commitments

BMPs shall be implemented, as specified in the EA, to protect water quality and soils; to
minimize ground and vegetation disturbance; to protect wildlife resources; and to
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minimize the spread of weeds (BMPs described in the EA are incorporated herein by
reference).

¢ Required permits, licenses, clearances, and approvals as described in the EA shall be
acquired prior to implementation of the Proposed Action.

o If previously undiscovered cultural or paleontological resources are discovered during
construction, construction activities must immediately cease in the vicinity of the
discovery and Reclamation must be notified. In this event, the SHPO shall be consulted,
and work shall not be resumed until consultation has been completed, as outlined in the
Unanticipated Discovery Plan in the MOA.

¢ In the event that uninventoried threatened or endangered species are discovered during
construction, construction activities shall halt until consultation is completed with the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service and protection measures are implemented. Additional surveys
shall be required for threatened or endangered species if construction plans or proposed
disturbance areas are changed.

Approved by:

11-13-18
Ed Warner Date
Area Manager, Western Colorado Area Office
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1 INTRODUCTION

This Environmental Assessment (EA) has been prepared in compliance with the National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) to disclose and evaluate the potential environmental effects of
the Uncompahgre Valley Water Users Association’s (UVWUA's or “Applicant’s”) proposed
UVWUA East Side Laterals Phase 9 Piping Project (hereinafter, “Project” or “Proposed Action”).
The Proposed Action is located in Delta and Montrose counties, Colorado, east of the City of
Delta and north of the Town of Olathe (Figure 1 [Appendix A]).

Rare Earth Science, LLC prepared this EA on behalf of the U.S. Department of the Interior
Bureau of Reclamation (hereinafter “Reclamation”), which is authorized by the Colorado River
Basin Salinity Control Act to provide funding assistance for the Proposed Action. Reclamation
awarded a financial assistance agreement to UVWUA for the Project under Funding Opportunity
Announcement (FOA) R15AS00037 and Agreement R16AC00016. Funding assistance for
construction costs for the Proposed Action has also been committed by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Regional Conservation
Partnership Program (RCPP), and the State of Colorado Non-Point Source Program. As the
main funding agency, Reclamation is the lead federal agency for the NEPA analysis of the
Proposed Action. The NRCS is participating as a cooperating agency in this EA. Ongoing
operation and maintenance of the constructed project would be funded through annual UVYWUA
water user assessments.

There are two classifications of land affected by the Proposed Action: Federal land and private
land. The Federal land is public land administered by the U.S. Bureau of Land Management
(BLM). The BLM has a connected action of amending an existing right-of-way (COC-67472).

After a public review period for the Draft EA, Reclamation, NRCS, and BLM determined that a
Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) for the Proposed Action is warranted.

1.1 Background

The Colorado River and its tributaries provide municipal and industrial water to about 40 million
people and irrigation water to nearly 4.5 million acres of land in the United States. The river also
serves about 3.3 million people and 500,000 acres in Mexico. The threat of salinity loading in
the Colorado River basin is a major concern in both the United States and Mexico (Reclamation
2017). Salinity affects water quality, which in turn affects downstream users, by threatening the
productivity of crops, degrading wildlife habitat, and corroding residential and municipal
plumbing. From 2005 to 2015, an approximate average of 7.5 million tons of salt flowed into the
Colorado River annually, and by the year 2035, 1.68 million tons of salt per year will need to be
diverted from the system in order to meet water quality standards in the basin (Reclamation
2017). Irrigated agriculture contributes approximately 37 percent of the salinity in the system
(Reclamation 2017). Irrigation increases salinity in the system both by depleting in-stream flows,
and by mobilizing salts found in underlying geologic formations into the system, especially
during flood irrigation practices.

In June 1974, Congress enacted the Colorado River Basin Salinity Control Act, Public Law 93-
320, which directed the Secretary of the Interior to proceed with a program to enhance and
protect the quality of water available in the Colorado River for use in the United States and
Republic of Mexico. Public Law 104-20 of July 28, 1995, authorizes the Secretary of the Interior,
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acting through the Bureau of Reclamation, to implement a Basinwide Salinity Control Program.
The Secretary may carry out the purposes of this legislation directly, or make grants, enter into
contracts, memoranda of agreement, commitments for grants, cooperative agreements, or
advances of funds to non-federal entities under such terms and conditions as the Secretary may
require. PL 110-246 of June 18, 2008 amended the Salinity Control Act, establishing the Basin
States Program, and authorizing Reclamation to take advantage of new, cost-effective
opportunities to control salinity anywhere in the basin.

Both the Basinwide Salinity Control Program and the Basin States Program fund salinity control
projects with a one-time grant that is limited to an applicant’s competitive bid. Once constructed,
the facilities are owned, operated, maintained, and replaced by the applicant at their own
expense.

Figure 2 [Appendix A] shows the locations of Program projects completed and/or recently
funded in the vicinity of the Proposed Action.

1.2 Purpose & Need for the Proposed Action

The Proposed Action will replace part of an existing unlined open irrigation canal system (the
Uncompahgre Project) with buried pipe, which would eliminate ditch seepage loss by
approximately 1,059 acre-feet per year and reduce salinity in the Colorado River basin by an
estimated 6,030 tons of salt per year. An additional beneficial effect of the Proposed Action
would be the reduction of selenium in the Colorado River basin (SMPW 2011) by an estimated
241 to 482 pounds per year (UVWUA 2015).

The purpose of the Proposed Action is to comply with the Colorado River Basin Salinity Control
Act (Reclamation’s federal nexus); to increase the efficiency of the existing delivery system by
preventing water loss through both evaporation and deep percolation, furthering the purpose of
NRCS’ Lower Gunnison Project (NRCS'’ federal nexus); and to comply with the Federal Land
Policy and Management Act of 1976 (BLM's federal nexus). The need for the Proposed Action
is to reduce salinity concentrations in the Colorado River basin to address downstream natural
resource concerns in the Lower Gunnison Basin and the Colorado River Basin, and to amend
an existing right-of-way grant on BLM land. The Proposed Action will provide benefits for a
broad spectrum of downstream water users, as explained in Section 1.1, above.

1.3 Overview of Proposed Action & Alternatives

The Proposed Action entails Reclamation and NRCS providing funding to UVYWUA to replace a
total of approximately 20.4 miles of open, unlined East Side laterals with a total of approximately
16.5 miles of buried irrigation pipe (including an approximately 1.1-mile-long pipe outside of
existing lateral alignments). Approximately 5.1 miles of an existing ditch lateral would be
backfilled and abandoned.

Part of the Proposed Action would take place on private land and part of the Proposed Action
would take place on public land administered by the BLM.

The pipeline component of the Proposed Action was designed and engineered by
Reclamation’s Western Colorado Area Office in Grand Junction, Colorado. The Proposed Action
would also include activities at a proposed Habitat Replacement Site designed by a private
consultant to mitigate for habitat losses which would result from implementation of the Project.
The Habitat Replacement Site lies on private land along the Uncompahgre River approximately
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5 miles southwest of the City of Delta. The Proposed Action is described in more detail in
Section 2 and the Figures (see Appendix A) included with this EA.

In accordance with NEPA and the Council on Environmental Quality regulations, a No Action
Alternative is presented and analyzed in this EA in order to provide a baseline for comparison to
the Proposed Action. Under the No Action Alternative, Reclamation and NRCS would not
provide funding to UVWUA to pipe portions of the East Side laterals. Seepage from these
structures would continue to contribute to salt and selenium loading in the Colorado River basin.
Riparian and wetland habitats associated with the ditches would likely remain in place and
continue to provide benefits to local wildlife.

1.4 Alternatives Considered but Not Carried Forward

Several alternatives were considered during the conceptual design process for the Project but
were not proposed to Reclamation because they were determined to be technically challenging,
economically prohibitive, and/or potentially more destructive to existing habitat than the
Proposed Alternative.

1.5 Location & Environmental Setting of the Proposed Action Area

The Proposed Action Area lies in the Uncompahgre River watershed, east of the City of Delta,
in southcentral Delta County, and north of the Town of Olathe, in northeast Montrose County,
Colorado (Figure 1 [Appendix A]).

There are three general physical locations involved in the Proposed Action: the North Project
Area, the South Project Area, and the Habitat Replacement Site (Figures 3, 3a, 3b, and 3c
[Appendix A)):

o The North Project Area is in Sections 11, 12, 13 and 14, Township 15 South (T15S),
Range 95 West (R95W) of the 6th Principal Meridian (6th PM); Sections 7, 8, 16, 17, 18,
20, 21, 28, 29, 31, 32, and 33, T15S, R94W, 6" PM; Sections 11, 12, and 14, T51N,
R10W, New Mexico Meridian; and Sections 8, 17, 19, and 20, T51N, R9W, 6" New
Mexico Meridian, all in Delta County. The North Project Area lies on a combination of
BLM land and private property in the Peach Valley area east of the City of Delta. It
encompasses the existing EO Lateral of the Selig Canal north of the Delta-Montrose
county line to a point east of the intersection of H75 and Horn roads; the existing EU
Lateral of the Selig Canal from near Last Chance Road north to D50 Road; the existing
GK Lateral of the East Canal from D50 Road to near the intersection of H and 2050
roads; and a new EO-Feeder Lateral that would extend between the GK and EO laterals
in Sections 8, 17, and 18, T15S, R94W (Figure 3a_[Appendix Al).

e The South Project Area is in Sections 28, 30, and 34, T51N, R10W, New Mexico
Meridian and Section 3, T50N, R10W, New Mexico Meridian, all in Montrose County
(Figure 3b_ JAppendix A]). The South Project Area lies on private land. It includes the GB
and GB-A laterals of the East Canal between 5950 Road and U.S. Route 50 in Section 3
and extends north into Section 28 along the east side of U.S. Route 50 (Figure 3b

[Appendix A)).

e The Habitat Replacement Site is in the southwest part of Section 32, T51IN, R10W, 6%
PM (Figure 3c_[Appendix A]) and lies on private land. The Habitat Replacement Site
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encompasses approximately 8.4 acres near the Uncompahgre River in mostly non-
native riparian vegetation.

The Proposed Action lies in the Colorado Plateau physiographic province, and has an arid
continental climate characterized by low humidity and moderately low precipitation (averaging
about 10 inches annually). The average elevation in the Proposed Action Area is about 5,500
feet above mean sea level. Current uses on these lands and in the vicinity are livestock grazing,
irrigated agriculture, rural residential, and recreation.

The East Side laterals are part of the federally-owned Uncompahgre Project facilities
constructed by Reclamation beginning in 1904 and turned over to UVYWUA, a not-for-profit
entity, for operation and maintenance in 1932. The Uncompahgre Project delivers irrigation
water from the Gunnison and Uncompahgre rivers to 3,500 users irrigating just over 84,000
acres in the Uncompahgre Project Area. A total of approximately 2,764 acres of corn, hay crops,
grass pasture, and other crops are watered by the East Side Laterals involved in the Proposed
Action. The irrigation season typically runs from April through October, for an average of 210
days per year. On-farm irrigation is accomplished using ditches, gated pipe, or sprinkler
systems. Drainage from the crops irrigated with the laterals involved in the Proposed Action
eventually returns to the Uncompahgre River, west of the Proposed Action Area (Figure 1
[Appendix A)).

Landcover in the vicinity of the Proposed Action Area consists primarily of irrigated agricultural
lands and semi-desert shrublands (Figure 4 [Appendix A]). Within the agricultural and natural
upland vegetation matrix, areas adjacent to the open ditch laterals and downgradient areas
receiving ditch leakage have converted to riparian and/or wetland habitats. The banks of the
existing ditch laterals are sparsely vegetated with coyote willow, cattails and other grass-like
wetland plants, and stands of common ruderal herbaceous and noxious weeds. These plant
communities are subject to intensive maintenance (ditch cleaning, weed treatments). The
downgradient areas receiving ditch seepage support a similar array of plants found on the ditch
banks and occasional cottonwoods and non-native salt-cedar and Russian olives.

1.6 Relationship to Other Projects

The Proposed Action is Phase 9 of UVYWUA's ongoing East Side Laterals Piping Project effort,
which began in 1998 to improve the Uncompahgre Project irrigation water delivery system.
Phases 1 through 8 involved piping and/or lining of other East Side Laterals of the system in
order to reduce salt and selenium loading to the Colorado River Basin and increase water
delivery efficiency to users. Previous phases were accomplished as standalone projects, with a
variety of funding sources, including Basinwide Salinity Control and Basin States Program
funds.

Additionally, a 2.3-mile section of the GK Lateral of the East Canal upstream of the Proposed
Action was piped with funding from the Colorado River Storage Project (CRSP) in 2017.

Other salinity control projects in progress or recently implemented in the general vicinity include
the following (Figure 2 [Appendix A]):

e Cattleman’s Ditches Pipeline Project Phase | & Il (south of the Town of Crawford, in the
Alkali Creek, Iron Creek, and Crystal Creek drainages)

November 2018 4



Environmental Assessment UVWUA East Side Laterals Piping Project Phase 9

1.7

C Ditch Company’s C Ditch/Needle Rock Pipeline Project (3 miles north of the Town of
Crawford in the Cottonwood Creek drainage)

Clipper Irrigation Salinity Control Project 4, Zanni Lateral Pipeline Project, and Center
Ditch Pipeline Project (2.5 miles southeast of the Town of Hotchkiss and immediately
west of the Town of Crawford in the Cottonwood Creek drainage)

Grandview Canal Piping Project (just south of the Town of Hotchkiss in the Smith Fork
River drainage).

Rogers Mesa Water Distribution Association’s Slack and Patterson Laterals Piping
Project (about 3 miles west of the Town of Hotchkiss)

Minnesota Canal Piping Project (near the Town of Paonia in the North Fork of the
Gunnison River drainage)

Lower Stewart Ditch Pipeline Project (near the Town of Paonia in the North Fork of the
Gunnison River drainage)

Bostwick Park Water Conservation District's Siphon Lateral Salinity Control Project (near
the City of Montrose)

Forked Tongue/Holman Ditch Company’s Salinity Control Project (near the Town of
Eckert in the Tongue Creek drainage)

Fire Mountain Canal Piping Project (near the towns of Paonia and Hotchkiss in the North
Fork of the Gunnison River drainage)

North Delta Canal Salinity Control Project | (northeast of the City of Delta)

Scoping, Coordination, & Public Review

Scoping for this EA was completed by Reclamation, in consultation with the following agencies
and organizations, during the planning stages of the Proposed Action to identify the potential
environmental and human environment issues and concerns associated with implementation of
the Proposed Action and No Action Alternative:

U.S. Bureau of Land Management, Uncompahgre Field Office, Montrose, CO
Colorado Office of Archaeology and Historic Preservation, Denver, CO

Colorado Parks & Wildlife, Grand Junction, CO

U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, Ecological Services, Grand Junction, CO

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Colorado West Regulatory Branch, Grand Junction, CO
Colorado Department of Transportation, Grand Junction, CO

Southern Ute Tribe, Ute Mountain Ute Tribe, and Ute Indian Tribe (Uintah and Ouray
Reservation)

Concerns raised during similar projects (see Section 1.6) also helped identify potential concerns
for the Proposed Action.
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In compliance with NEPA, the Draft EA was available for public comment for a 30-day period
(see Section 5). No public comments were received. Reclamation provided notice of the
availability of the Draft EA to private landowners and UVWUA shareholders adjacent to the
Proposed Action, and the organizations and agencies listed in Appendix B.

Resources analyzed in this EA are discussed in Section 3. The following resources were
identified as not present or not affected, and are not analyzed further in this EA:

¢ Indian Trust Assets and Native American Religious Concerns (not applicable). Indian
trust assets may include lands, minerals, hunting and fishing rights, traditional gathering
grounds, and water rights. No Indian trust assets have been identified within the
Proposed Action Area. The American Indian Religious Freedom Act was enacted to
protect and preserve Native American traditional religious rights and cultural practices.
These rights include, but are not limited to, access to sacred sites, freedom to worship
through ceremonial and traditional rights, and use and possession of objects considered
sacred. No Native American sacred sites are known within the Proposed Action Area.
Neither the No Action Alternative, nor the Proposed Action, will have an effect on Indian
trust assets or Native American sacred sites. To confirm this finding, Reclamation
provided the Ute tribes with historic presence in the region with a description of the
Proposed Action and a written request for comments regarding any potential effects on
Indian trust assets or Native American sacred sites as a result of the Proposed Action.
The Ute tribes had no comment on the Proposed Action.

o Environmental Justice & Socio-Economic Issues (not applicable). Executive Order
12898 provides that federal agencies analyze programs to assure that they do not
disproportionately adversely affect minority or low-income populations or Indian Tribes.
The Proposed Action Area does not occur on Indian reservation lands or within
disproportionately adversely affected minority or low-income populations. The Proposed
Action would not involve population relocation, health hazards, hazardous waste,
property takings, or substantial economic impacts. Therefore, neither the No Action
Alternative, nor the Proposed Action, will have an environmental justice effect.

o Jurisdictional Wetlands and Other Waters of the U.S. (not applicable). The Proposed
Action would affect surface and shallow subsurface hydrology supplied to wetland and
riparian areas in the Proposed Action Area. Written confirmation was received from the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to verify that the Clean Water Act (33 USC 1344)
exemption for Farm or Stock Pond or Irrigation Ditch Construction or Maintenance is
applicable to the pipeline and canal abandonment components of the Proposed Action.

e Wild and Scenic Rivers, Land with Wilderness Characteristics, or Wilderness Study
Areas (not applicable). No Wild and Scenic Rivers, land with wilderness characteristics,
or Wilderness Study Areas exist in the Proposed Action Area.

2 PROPOSED ACTION & ALTERNATIVES

As explained in Section 1.3, the alternatives evaluated in this EA include a No Action Alternative
and the Proposed Action. The resource analysis contained within this document, along with
other pertinent information, will guide Reclamation’s decision about whether or not to fund the
Proposed Action for implementation and guide BLM’s decision whether or not to issue the
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amended ROW. The Proposed Action is analyzed in comparison to a No Action Alternative in
order to determine potential effects.

2.1 No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, Reclamation and NRCS would not provide funding to UVWUA
to pipe portions of the East Side laterals. Irrigation practices and seepage from the unlined open
laterals would continue to contribute to salt and selenium loading in the Colorado River basin.
Riparian and wetland habitats associated with the unlined open canal laterals would likely
remain in place and continue to provide some benefits to local wildlife.

2.2 Proposed Action Alternative

The specific locations of the Proposed Action Alternative are described in Section 1.3 and
shown on Figures 3 (overview), 3a (“North Project Area”), 3b (“South Project Area”), and 3c
(Habitat Replacement Site).

Under the Proposed Action Alternative, Reclamation and NRCS would authorize funding to
UVWUA to implement Phase 9 of the East Side Laterals Piping Project (Figure 3). Reclamation
would authorize funding for those components of the Proposed Action in the North Project Area
(Figure 3a) and the Habitat Replacement Site (Figure 3c). NRCS would authorize funding for
those components of the Proposed Actin in the South Project Area (Figure 3b). Overall,
approximately 20.4 miles of open, unlined East Side canal laterals would be replaced with a
total of approximately 16.5 miles of buried irrigation pipe (including an approximately 1.1-mile-
long pipe outside of existing lateral alignments). Approximately 5.1 miles of an existing ditch
lateral would be backfilled and abandoned. BLM would amend right-of-way COC-67472 to
allow for the conversion of open ditch to pipe on those segments of the project which are
located on BLM lands.

In accordance with the Colorado River Basin Salinity Control Act, habitat replacement would be
required to mitigate for riparian and wetland habitat lost as a result of the Proposed Action. The
habitat replacement project would occur on private land approximately 7 miles west of the
pipeline components of the Proposed Action.

Pipeline Installation and Canal Decommissioning

The canal lateral segments proposed for piping include the EU (1.3 miles); GK (6.3 miles); the
lower EO from 9.3 mile to 11.49 mile (2.2 miles); the upper EO from 0.93 mile to 4.26 mile (3.3
miles); and the GB and GB-A (3.4 miles). The center portion of the EO Lateral would be
decommissioned and abandoned from headgate 4.26 to headgate 9.30 (5.1 miles). Irrigation
water would be provided to the lower EO Lateral via a newly constructed 1.1-mile feeder
pipeline (the EO Feeder) from the GK Lateral. These elements of the Proposed Action are
shown on Figures 3a and 3b (Appendix A).

Pipe diameters would range from approximately 6 to 36 inches. The EO Feeder pipe diameter
would be 18 inches. Pipe materials would be polyvinyl chloride (PVC) pipe rated at 125 psi.
Table 1 summarizes the lengths of the proposed piping components, with a breakdown of
components on BLM land vs. private land. Note that all pipe lengths should be considered
estimates—however, the locations of the Proposed Action features and work alignments are not
expected to change significantly.
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Table 1. Summary of Piping Components for the Proposed Action

Total Approx. Approx. Length on Approx. Length on
Component Length BLM Land Private Land
Existing irrigation canal laterals 20.4 mi 3.2 mi 17.2 mi
Pipe to b.e buried in existing 15.4 mi 21 mi 13.3 mi
lateral alignments
P|[:'Je'to be burled'out5|de 11 mi omi 11 mi
existing lateral alignments
Tot'al amount of buried pipe to 16.5 mi 21 mi 14.4 mi
be installed
Abandoned lateral alignment to
be decommissioned by 5.1mi 1.1 mi 4.0 mi
backfilling

The existing farm turnout structures on the newly piped sections would be replaced with new
structures equipped with electronic flow meters and control valves. The section of the EO
Lateral to be abandoned has no farm turnouts. Five new canal-to-lateral turnouts and 74 new
farm turnouts would be installed on the laterals as part of the Proposed Action. No pumping or
compressor stations or water storage facilities would be associated with the Proposed Action.
The EO Feeder would supply pressurized water to the lower EO water users.

Installation of the pipeline in the existing lateral alignments would involve using trackhoes and

possibly a bulldozer to grub vegetation and fill and bed the existing ditch laterals. An excavator
would then trench in the prepared bed to place the pipe. Installation of the pipeline outside the
existing lateral alignments (the EO Feeder) would be a simple trenching and pipe-laying

Photograph 1. Looking northeast along the EO Lateral in

the North Project Area.
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operation, except at the crossing of the
Peach Valley Arroyo, where the pipe
would be bored under the arroyo.
Excavation of the pipe trench and
positioning the pipe in the trench
would be performed with trackhoes.
The decommissioned reach of the EO
Lateral would be filled and smoothed
with trackhoes to match the
surrounding land contours and restore
drainage patterns. Front end loaders
with pallet forks would likely be used to
handle pipe in the staging areas. Fill
and borrow material would be
transported in tandem dump trucks
loaded with a trackhoe or loader. Pipe
arriving at the staging areas would be
transported on 50-foot flatbed trucks.
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Photograph 2. Looking southwest along the GK Lateral in
the North Project Area.

Photograph 4. View of where the EO Feeder would be
installed, in the North Project Area.

Photograph 3. Looking southwest along the EU Lateral in
the North Project Area.
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Several construction borrow / staging
areas have been identified for the
Proposed Action (Figures 3a and 3b
[Appendix A]). All staging and material
borrow would take place on previously
disturbed ground on private land. The
material needed for construction fill
would be generated within the
construction footprint; however, if
additional borrow material is needed, it
would be obtained either from the
borrow / staging areas designated for
the Proposed Action, or from a
commercial source.

The existing lateral alignments are in
prescriptive easements on private and
BLM lands. All private landowners in
the footprint of the Proposed Action
where activities would take place
outside the prescriptive easement
have agreed to allow the activities of
the Proposed Action to be conducted
on their lands. Right-of-way COC-
67472 on BLM land would be
amended to include the Proposed
Action. UVYWUA is securing dedicated
easements through private lands for
the new EO Feeder alignment. The
easements are anticipated to be
approximately 50 feet wide. The rights-
of-way and easements for the
Proposed Action and their specific
locations will be clearly marked on the
construction drawings. Dedicated
easements for the EO Feeder would
be recorded in Delta County when the
as-built pipe alignment is completed
and surveyed.

The Proposed Action would cross 8
paved county roads, 8 gravel county
roads, and 9 gravel private farm roads.
All but the EO Feeder road crossings
would occur where the existing lateral
culverts currently pass under the
roads. In most cases, pipe would be
placed in the existing culverts and the
annulus space filled with concrete. If
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using the existing lateral culverts is not feasible, then the road crossings would be open trench
crossings.

Construction and access footprints would be limited to only those necessary to safely implement

the Proposed Action. All access ways for construction of the Proposed Action would be on the

existing lateral prisms, county roads, or existing private roads (Figures 3a, 3b, and 3c [Appendix
A]). Some accessways may require
some minor grading and smoothing to
provide for truck travel to the project
alignment. Accessways and road
crossings would be returned to the
same or better condition than they
were prior to construction. There would
be no permanent road in the newly
established EO Feeder alignment.

Restoration activities would occur on
all surface disturbances caused by
construction of the Proposed Action.
Vegetation slash would be hauled off-
site to one of the several identified

Photograph 5. Looking north along the GB Lateral in the proposed staging areas and chipped or

South Project Area. burned at that location. All disturbed
areas would be seeded with drought-
tolerant seed mixes approved by
Reclamation (and BLM on BLM lands),
appropriate for the surrounding native
vegetation, and monitored subject to
BLM stipulations and agreements
between UVWUA and individual land
owners.

Noxious weeds would be controlled in
disturbed areas according to right-of-
way stipulations and county standards
(Delta County 2010; Montrose County
2011). Woody noxious weeds within
the Proposed Action Area would be
mechanically removed during
construction. After construction,
UVWUA would control herbaceous
noxious weeds as necessary for the life of the project through the use of herbicides mixed with
surfactants. UVYWUA would coordinate with BLM on the use of herbicides on lands managed by
the BLM, and would obtain Pesticide Use Proposals (PUPs) prior to treatments.

Photograph 6. View across the Habitat Replacement Site
in the Uncompahgre River corridor.

Best Management Practices (BMPs) would be used to control erosion, minimize harm to wildlife,
and minimize the spread of noxious weeds during and following construction. BMPs and other
protective measures are incorporated as part of the Proposed Action, are described and
analyzed as part of the Proposed Action in Section 3 (Affected Environment & Environmental
Consequences) under each resource topic, and are summarized in Section 4 (Environmental
Commitments).
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The piping component of the Proposed Action would occur incrementally across the Proposed
Action Area during the irrigation off-season (approximately November through March). The
proposed pipeline outside the existing lateral alignments (the EO Feeder) in the North Project
Area could be installed at any time of year. Decommissioning and backfilling of the reach of the
EO Lateral to be abandoned would be performed after proper operation of the EO Feeder has
been verified and could also be performed at any time of the year. The timing of certain
activities related to the Proposed Action would be subject to limitations to protect special status
species and their habitats. These timing limitations are explained in Section 3.9 and listed in the
Environmental Commitments in Section (Section 4).

Habitat Replacement

The habitat replacement project would occur on approximately 8.4 acres (“Habitat Replacement
Site”) of a private parcel encumbered by a perpetual conservation easement held by Colorado
West Land Trust (Figure 3c [Appendix A]). The Habitat Replacement Site is a former livestock
pasture and hayfield adjacent to the Uncompahgre River with a preponderance of non-native
vegetation.

Habitat value lost due to the canal piping project will be offset at the Habitat Replacement Site in
accordance with a Habitat Replacement Plan (Zeman 2018a). The plan would enhance the
wildlife values of the parcel by planting native riparian trees and shrubs, seeding with native
grasses and forbs, and controlling and removing noxious weeds, including areas of Russian
olive and tamarisk. Implementation of the Habitat Replacement Plan would result in a healthier
riparian corridor along the Uncompahgre River and a mosaic of wooded areas and meadows
which would be attractive to a variety of wildlife.

Native shrubs and small trees would be planted by hand or with the assistance of a small
tractor. Old ditches on the property would be upgraded to provide water to the new plantings by
redirecting overflow from existing upgradient spring-fed ponds on the property. Russian olive
and tamarisk removal would be accomplished with heavy equipment or by hand with chainsaws
and brushcutters. Vegetation slash (i.e., non-native trees and shrubs removed from the site)
would be produced by the Proposed Action. Slash would be chipped and shredded onsite and
used on access paths in upland areas around the Habitat Replacement Site.

The timing of the work at the Habitat Replacement Site would correspond with the most
effective and appropriate times for seedings, plantings, weed control, irrigation, and other site
maintenance, with the following exception: Removal of non-native trees or shrubs would be
avoided during the migratory bird nesting season (including the nesting season for western
yellow-billed cuckoo).

The Habitat Replacement Plan (Zeman 2018a) would be implemented in accordance with the
environmental commitments listed in Section 4. BMPs would be used to control erosion,
minimize harm to wildlife, prevent spills of petroleum products, and minimize the spread of
weeds during site plantings and maintenance (see Section 4). UVYWUA would be responsible for
maintenance of the Habitat Replacement Site for 50 years after its establishment.

Permits & Authorizations

If the Proposed Action is approved, the following permits, plans, and authorizations would be
required prior to project implementation:
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¢ BLM Right-of-Way Amendment, application in progress by Reclamation.

¢ Right-of-Way approvals from private landowners outside the prescriptive easement of
the laterals with land involved in the Proposed Action, obtained by UVWUA.

e Stormwater Management Plan, to be submitted to Colorado Department of Public Health
& Environment (CDPHE) by the construction contractor prior to construction disturbance.

e CWA Section 402 Storm Water Discharge Permit compliant with the National Pollutant
Discharge Elimination System (NPDES), to be obtained from CDPHE by the
construction contractor prior to construction disturbance (regardless of whether
dewatering would take place during construction).

e Spill Prevention, Control, and Countermeasures (SPCC) Plan, to be prepared in
advance of construction by the contractor for areas of work where spilled contaminants
could flow into water bodies.

e Utility clearances, to be obtained by the construction contractor prior to construction
activities from local utilities in the area.

3 AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT & ENVIRONMENTAL
CONSEQUENCES

This section discusses resources that may be affected by the Proposed Action and the No
Action Alternative. During preparation of this EA, information on issues and concerns was
received from UVWUA, resource agencies, and other interested parties, as noted in the
subsections below.

For each resource, the potentially affected area and/or interests are identified, existing
conditions described, and potential impacts and environmental consequences predicted under
the No Action and Proposed Action Alternatives. BMPs or other mitigative or protective
measures described below are considered part of the Proposed Action and are taken into
consideration when predicting environmental consequences. A summary of
impacts/environmental consequences of the Proposed Action is included at the end of this
section.

3.1 Water Rights & Use

The Gunnison River basin encompasses approximately 8,000 square miles. Information on
water rights within the Gunnison basin in general can be found in the report entitled “Gunnison
River Basin Information, Colorado’s Decision Support Systems” (CWCB 2017).

The Uncompahgre Project stretches across a large part of western Colorado, operating 128
miles of canals, 438 miles of canal laterals, and 216 miles of drains in Reclamation’s Upper
Colorado Region. The Uncompahgre Project draws water from the Uncompahgre and Gunnison
rivers, irrigating just over 84,000 acres in Delta and Montrose Counties. Furrow irrigation is used
for the majority of orchards, row crops, and pasture lands. Sprinkler irrigation is used on a
limited number of fields, and some drip/micro-irrigation is used on some orchards and row
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crops. Principal crops produced in the area include corn, alfalfa, beans, onions, potatoes,
apples, pears, cherries, apricots, pasture forage, grass hay, wheat, barley, and oats.

The Uncompahgre Project canal laterals involved with the Proposed Action irrigate
approximately 2,764 acres of land with water drawn from the Uncompahgre River at the Selig
Canal and East Canal headgates. The water rights for the Uncompahgre Project are the
Gunnison Tunnel Water Right of 1913 for 1,300 cfs from the Gunnison River; an 1882
Uncompahgre River Water Right for 1,225.64 cfs; and a Taylor Park Reservoir Storage Water
Right of 106,230 acre-feet. Water in the laterals involved with the Proposed Action is delivered
on a volume basis in 24-hour blocks, ordered by the water users by flow rate and duration.
Water masters and ditch riders make the necessary system adjustments to meet the water
orders.

No Action: The No Action Alternative would have no effect on water rights and uses
within the Gunnison River Basin. The water delivery system would continue to function
as it has in the past.

Proposed Action: Under the Proposed Action Alternative, UVYWUA would have the ability
to better manage irrigation water with efficiencies gained from eliminating seepage by
piping the system. Efficiencies gained may result in more water availability during the
irrigation season (up to 1,059 acre-feet per year for downstream UVWUA users
(UVWUA 2015); however, the Proposed Action does not include new water storage or
the irrigation of new lands. The Proposed Action would provide more reliable and flexible
flows, because water orders would be metered, and irrigators would have the ability to
shut off water when their irrigation is complete, rather than being required to take water
in 24-hour blocks. The Proposed Action would also allow for the development of a
pressurized delivery system for improved on-farm water management and potential
conversion to more high-efficiency irritation systems for users on the EO and GK
laterals. The Habitat Replacement Site is irrigated with existing water rights. No adverse
effects on water rights in the Gunnison or Colorado River Basins would occur due to
implementation of the Proposed Action.

3.2 Water Quality

The Proposed Action is in the Uncompahgre and Gunnison River watersheds. The
Uncompahgre River is a tributary of the Gunnison River, and th