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BIOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT OF REMEDIAL ACTION AT THE NATURITA COLORADO
ABANDONED URANIUM MILL TAILINGS SITE NEAR NATURITA, COLORADO INTRODUCTION

1.0 INTRODUCTION

Pursuant to the Uranium Mill Tailings Radiation Control Act (UMTRCA) of 1978, the U.S.
Department of Energy (DOE) is proposing to conduct remedial action to clean up the
residual radioactive materials (RRM) at the Naturita uranium processing site in Colorado.
The Naturita site is in Montrose County, Colorado, and is approximately 2 miles (mi)

3 kilometer [km]) from the unincorporated town of Naturita (Figure 1.1). The site is on the
west bank of the San Miguel River, which is a tributary of the Dolores River.

The proposed remedial action is to remove the RRM from the Naturita site to the Upper
Burbank Quarry at the Uravan disposal site. To address the potential impacts of the
remedial action on threatened and endangered species, the DOE prepared this biological
assessment. Informal consultations with the U.S. Department of the Interior, Fish and
Wildlife Service (FWS) were initiated in 1986, and the FWS provided a list of the
threatened and endangered species that may occur in the Naturita study area. This list
was updated by two FWS letters in 1988 and by verbal communication in 1990
(Leachman, 1990). A biological assessment was included in the environmental assessment
(EA) of the proposed remedial action that was prepared in 1990. This EA addressed the
impacts of moving the Naturita RRM to the Dry Flats disposal site.

In 1993, the design for the Dry Flats disposal alternative was changed. The FWS was
again consulted in 1993 and provided a new list of threatened and endangered species that
may occur in the Naturita study area. The Naturita EA and the biological assessment were
revised in response to these changes (DOE, 1994). In 1994, remedial action was delayed
because an alternate disposal site was being considered. The DOE decided to move the
RRM at the Naturita site to the Upper Burbank Quarry at the Uravan site. Due to this
delay, the FWS was consulted in 1995 and a list of threatened and endangered species
was provided (see Appendix A). This biological assessment is a revision of the assessment
attached to the Naturita EA (DOE, 1994) and addresses moving the Naturita RRM to the
Upper Burbank Quarry disposal site. Copies of all correspondence with the FWS are
provided in Appendix A to this biological assessment.

For this biological assessment, the Naturita study area consists of the Naturita processing
site, the Upper Burbank Quarry at the Uravan site, the Upper Club Mesa borrow site at the
Uravan site, and the associated haul road. The study area is in the Great Basin sagebrush
habitat of the Colorado Plateau (Kuchler, 1975). The processing site is in the San Miguel
River valley, which is surrounded by steep juniper-covered hillsides. Flat land is confined to
the riparian zone along the river. The Upper Burbank Quarry disposal site and the Upper
Club Mesa borrow site are in disturbed land in upland areas surrounded by sagebrush and
pinon-juniper plant communities.
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Figure 1.1
Location of the Naturita Site, Colorado
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2.0 FLORA AND FAUNA

Information on the flora and fauna in the Naturita study area was obtained from field
reconnaissance surveys (TAC, 1995, 1994a, 1993, 1992, 1991, 1990, 1988, 1986; DOE,
1983), consultations with natural resource personne! from state and federal agencies, and
reviews of pertinent literature. Lists of the flora and fauna observed or expected to occur
in the riparian and upland plant community types at the processing, disposal, and borrow
pit sites are provided in Tables 2.1 through 2.5. The scientific names of species observed
appear in these tables. Scientific names of species that were not observed on the site and
do not appear in the tables are provided in the text.

2.1

NATURITA PROCESSING SITE

The vegetation at and near the processing site consists of three types: riparian,
upland desert shrub, and bare ground, with early successional plant species in
disturbed areas. The riparian vegetation along the San Miguel River grows in
narrow bands along reaches of the river that are flanked by steep hillsides and
broader expanses of relatively level ground where the river flows away from the
hillsides (Figure 2.1). The vegetation in the narrow bands grows in three distinct
zones: cottonwood/willow seedling zone, cottonwood/willow sapling zone, and
mature cottonwood zone. The zone closest to the river is the cottonwood/
willow seedling plant community and consists of sandy and rocky bars that are
flooded frequently. The dominant woody plant species are cottonwood and
willow seedlings. Other commonly observed species are salt cedar, yellow
sweet-clover, horsetail, sedges, and rushes. The cottonwood/willow sapling
zone typically occurs on terraces above the river and is dominated by a dense
growth of cottonwood saplings and willow. This zone is flooded much less
frequently than the sandy bars, and a deep buildup of soil has taken place.
Other woody plant species in this plant community are salt cedar, Russian olive,
squawbush, and wild rose. The ground cover is very dense and dominated by
grass. The upper zone is dominated by mature cottonwoods that typically grow
up to the base of the hillsides and mark the beginning of the upland plant
communities. The ages of these stands of cottonwood vary as indicated by
size. Some stands are dominated by trees 25 to 35 feet (ft) (8 to 11 meters
[m]) tall, while most trees in older stands are 45 to 55 ft (14 to 17 m) tall.
Within these stands, cottonwood is the only canopy species; willow, salt cedar,
squawbush, and rabbitbrush are scattered in the understory. The ground cover
is fairly dense, although not as dense as in the cottonwood/willow sapling zone,
principally because of reduced penetration of light onto the forest floor.

The broader expanses of the riparian areas are an interspersion of riparian plant
community types (Figure 2.1). Low-lying areas are dominated by willow. Drier
ground is typically covered by cottonwood stands of various ages, with willow
and other woody species in the understory and a ground cover of grass and
herbs. Still drier areas are covered by the upper riparian shrub plant community.
This plant community is typically open, and few cottonwoods are present.
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Table 2.1 Plant species observed in the area of the Naturita site, Colorado

Scientific name

Common name

Artemesia tridentata
Atriplex canescens
Atriplex sp.
Cercocarpus montanus
Chrysothamnus nauseosus
Chrysothamnus viscidiflorus
Clematis ligusticifolia
Elaeagnus angustifolia
Ephedra sp.

Forestiera neomexicana
Gutierrezia sarothrae
Juniperus sp.

Opuntia sp.

Pinus edulis

Populus angustifolia
Populus fremontii
Quercus gambelii

Rhus radicans

Rhus fendleri

Rosa fendleri

Salix sp.

Salsola kali

Sarcobatus vermiculatus
Shepherdia argentea
Tamarix parviflora

Yucca baccata

Yucca sp.

Asclepias sp.
Astragalus sp:
Castilleja sp.

Cirsium sp.
Cordylanthus wrightii
Equisetum arvense
Eriogonum racemosum
Helianthus annuus
Lactura ludoviciana
Leucelene ericoides

TR ND B

big sagebrush
four-wing saltbush
saltbush

mountain mahogany
golden rabbitbrush
rabbitbrush

western virgin's bower
Russian olive
Mormon tea

privet

broom snakeweed
juniper

prickly pear

pinon pine

‘narrowleaf cottonwood

Fremont cottonwood
Gambel's oak
poison ivy
squawbush
Fendler rose
willow

Russian thistle
greasewood

silver buffaloberry
salt cedar

banana yucca
yucca

RB D HERB

milkweed
milkvetch
paintbrush

thistle

birdbeak

common horsetail
red-root buckwheat
common sunflower
western lettuce
baby white aster

Habitat
Riparian Upland
X
X
X
X
X X
X X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X X
X X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X X
X
X
X
X
X
X
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Table 2.1 Plant species observed in the area of the Naturita site, Colorado (Concluded)

Scientific name

Common name

Habitat

Riparian

Upland

FORBS AND HERBS {(continued)

Lupinus sp. lupine X
Marrubium vulgare horehound X
Melilotus alba white sweet clover X

Melilotus officinalis yellow sweet clover X X
Mimulus sp. monkey flower X

Mirabilis multiflora Colorado four o'clock X

Oenothera sp. evening primrose X

Physalis sp. twin pod X
Plantago major common plantain X

Solidago petradoria goldenrod X
Solidago sp. goldenrod X
Sphaeralcea coccinea scarlet globemallow X
Stanleya pinnata desert prince's plume X
Tragopogan dubius goatsbeard X

Trifolium sp. clover X

Verbesina encelioides cowpen daisy X
Xanthium stumarium common cocklebur X X

GRASS AND GRASS-LIKE SPECIES

Agropyron cristatum _crested wheatgrass X
Bromus tectorum downy cress X

Carex sp. sedge X

Cyperus sp. flat sedge X

Distichlis stricta salt grass X

Eleocharis macrostachya spike rush X

Hilaria jamesii galleta X
Juncus sp. rush X

Oryzopsis hymenoides indian ricegrass X
Phragmites communis reed X

Poa sp. bluegrass X
Scirpus sp. bulrush X

Sitanion hystrix squirreltail X X
Typhan sp. cattail X

Ref. TAC, 1988, 1986; DOE, 1983.
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Table 2.2 Fish species recorded in the San Miguel River at the Naturita site, Colorado

Scientific name Common name
Salmo giarderneri ' : rainbow trout
Salmo clarki cutthroat trout
Rhinichthys osculus speckled dace
Catostomus discobolus bluehead sucker
Catostomus latipinnis flannelmouth sucker
Cottus bairdi mottled sculpin

Ref. CDOW, 1977.

Table 2.3 Amphibians and reptiles observed or expected to occur in the area of the
Naturita site, Colorado

Habitat

Scientific name Common name Riparian Upland
Ambystoma tigrinum tiger salamander X X
Scaphiopus multiplicatus New Mexico spadefoot X
Bufo punctatus red-spotted toad X
Bufo woodhousii® Woodhouse's toad X
Rana pipiens northern leopard frog X
Crotaphytus collaris® collared lizard X
Phrynosoma douglassii short-horned lizard X
Sceloporus graciosus® sagebrush lizard X
Sceloporus undulatus® eastern fence lizard X X
Urosaurus ornatus tree lizard X
Uta stansburiana side-blotched lizard X
Cnemidophorus tigris® western whiptail X
Cnemidophorus velox® plateau striped whiptail X X
Elaphe guttata corn snake X
Masticophis taeniatus striped whipsnake X
Pituophis melanoleucus® bull snake X X
Thamnophis elegans® western terrestrial

garter snake X X
Crotalus viridis western rattlesnake X X
Opheodrys vernalis® smooth green snake X
*Species observed at or near the site.
Ref. TAC, 1990, 1988, 1986; Hammerson, 1986; DOE, 1983.
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Table 2.4 Bird species observed in the area of the Naturita site, Colorado

Scientific name

Common name

Habitat

Riparian

Upland

Ardea herodias
Branta camadensis
Anas platyrhynchos
Mergus merganser
Charadrius vociverus
Actitis macularia

great blue heron
Canada goose
mallard

common merganser
killdeer

spotted sandpiper

2-5

X
X
X
X
X
X
Cathartes aura turkey vulture X X
Agquila chysdetos golden eagle X
Accipiter cooperii Cooper's hawk X X
Buteo jamaicensii red-tailed hawk X X
Falco sparverius American kestrel X X
Phasianus colchicus ring-necked pheasant X
Columba livia rock dove X
Zenaida macroura mourning dove X X
Chordeiles minor common nighthawk X X
Aeronautes saxatalis white-throated swift X
Ceryle alcyon belted kingfisher X
Selasphorus platycercus broad-tailed hummingbird X
Archilochus alexandri black-chinned hummingbird X
Colaptes auratus northern flicker X
Melanerpes lewis Lewis woodpecker X
Sphyrapicus nuchalis red-naped sapsucker X
Picoides villosus hairy woodpecker X
Tyrannus verticalis western kingbird X
Myiarchus cinerascens ash-throated flycatcher X
Contopus sordidulus western wood pewee X
Sayornis saya Say's phoebe X
Empidonax wrightii gray flycatcher X
Empidonax traillii willow flycatcher X
Eremophila alpestris horned lark X
Tachycineta thalassina violet-green swallow X
Stelgidopteryx serripennis northern rough-winged
swallow X
Hirundo pyrrhonota cliff swallow X
Hirundo rustica barn swallow X
Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus  pinon jay X
Aphelocoma coerulenscens scrub jay X
Pica pica black-billed magpie X
Corvus brachyrhynchos American crow X
Corvus corax common raven X
Parus inornatus plain titmouse X
Parus atricapillus black-capped chickadee X
Troglodytes aedon house wren X
Salpinctes obsoletus rock wren X
DOE/AL-62350 7-Mar-96
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Table 2.4 " Bird species observed in the area of the Naturita site, Colorado (Concluded)

Habitat

Scientific name Common name Riparian Upland
Catherpes mexicanus canyon wren X
Polioptila caerulea blue-gray gnatcatcher X
Regulus calendula ruby-crowned kinglet X X
Sialia mexicana western bluebird X
Sialia currucoides mountain bluebird X
Turdus migratorius American robin X

Dumetella carolinensis gray catbird X

Minus polyglottos northern mockingbird X X
Sturnus vulgaris European starling X

Vireo vicinior gray vireo X
Vireo solitarius solitary vireo X X
Vireo gilvus warbling vireo X

Vermivora virginiae Virginia’s warber X
Veermivora celata orange-crowned warbler X

Dendroica coronata yellow-rumped warbler X

Dendroica fusca blackburnian warbler X

Dendroica nigrescens black-throated gray warbler X
Dendroica petechia yellow warbler X

Oporornis tolmlei MacGillivay’s warbler X

Geothlpis trichas common yellow throat X

Icteria virens yellow-breasted chat X

Pheucticus melanocephalus black-headed grosbeak X X
Guiraca caerulea blue grosbeak X

Passerina amoena lazuli bunting X

Pipilo erythrophthalmus rufous-sided towhee X X
Zonotrichia leucaphrys white-crowned sparrow X X
Zonotrichia albicollis white-throated sparrow X X
Chondestes grammacus lark sparrow X

Amphispiza bilineata black-throated sparrow X
Spizella passerina chipping sparrow X
Passerculus sandwichensis savannah sparrow X X
Melospiza melodia song sparrow X

Juneo hyemalis dark-eyed junco X X
Sturnella neglecta western meadowlark X X
Agelaius phoeniceus red-winged blackbird X

Euphagus cyanocephalus Brewer's blackbird X

Molothrus after brown-headed cowbird X

Quiscalus quiscula common grackle X

Icterus galbula northern oriole X

Carduelis tristis American goldfinch X

Carduelis psaltria lesser goldfinch X

Carpodacus mexicanus house finch X X
Ref. TAC, 1995, 1994a, 1993, 1992, 1990, 1988, 1986; DOE, 1983.
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Table 2.5 Mammals observed or expected to occur in the area of the Naturita site,

Colorado
Habitat
Scientific name Common name Riparian Upland
Sylvilagus nuttallii mountain cottontail X
Sylvilagus auduboni’ desert cottontail X
Lepus californicus’ black-tailed jackrabbit X
Eutamias minimus® least chipmunk X
Ammospermophilus leucurus  white-tailed antelope
. ground squirrel X
Spermophilus richardsonii Richardson's ground
squirrel X X
Spermophilus variegatus rock squirrel X
Cynomys leucurus® Gunnison prairie dog X
Thomomys talpoides northern pocket gopher X X
Perognathus flavus silky pocket mouse X
Dipodomys ordif Ord's kangaroo rat X X
Castor canadensis’ beaver X
Peromyscus crinitus canyon mouse X
Peromyscus maniculatus deer mouse X X
Peromyscus truei pinon mouse X
Onychomys leucogaster northern grasshopper
. mouse X
Neotoma lepida desert woodrat X
Ondatra zibethicus muskrat X
Zapus princeps western jumping mouse X
Erethizon dorsatum porcupine X X
Canis latrans® coyote X X
Urocyon cinereoargenteus gray fox X X
Procyon lotor” raccoon X X
Mustela frenata long-tailed weasel X X
Mustela vison mink X
Taxidea taxus badger X X
Spilogale gracilis® western spotted skunk X X
Mephitis mephitis striped skunk X X
Felis rufus® bobcat X X
Cervus elaphus’ elk X
Odocoileus hemionus® mule deer X X
*Species or species' sign observed at or near the site.
Ref. TAC, 1990, 1988, 1986; DOE, 1983; Bernard and Brown, 1978.
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Riparian shrubs such as willow and squawbush and more upland plant species
such as rabbitbrush and big sagebrush grow in fairly dense stands in this plant
community. As in most of the riparian areas, there is a dense ground cover of
grasses and herbs.

The upland desert shrub plant community occurs in small elevated areas along
the river between the pockets of riparian vegetation. Common shrub species
observed are greasewood, big sagebrush, squawbush, rabbitbrush, saltbush,
yucca, prickly pear cactus, and Mormon tea. Widely scattered juniper, pinon
pine, and Gambel's oak are also in this area. The ground cover is fairly dense
and is dominated by grass and herbs.

Land areas have been disturbed in the mill yard and former tailings area. Much
of the mill yard is flat, hard-packed gravel with little, if any, soil. As a result,
there is much bare ground with very widely dispersed, early successional species
such as Russian thistle and white sweet clover. Rabbitbrush is widely scattered
in this area. Sloping areas within the mill yard have remnants of native
vegetation; the plant species observed are similar to those observed in the
upland vegetation growing between the pockets of riparian vegetation along the
river. The eastern part of the former tailings area is rocky and largely devoid of
vegetation. A dense growth of cottonwood saplings and young willows and salt
cedars has developed in the western one-half of this area. Ground cover
includes various species of grass and herbaceous species, including goldenrod,
poison ivy, and sweet clover.

Bird surveys in the riparian habitats along the San Miguel River were conducted
principally during the nesting season. Sixty-nine species were recorded. Five
nesting bird censuses were taken over a 9-year period along the San Miguel
River from Calamity Bridge upriver to the processing site (Table 2.6). These
censuses showed the yellow warbler as the most common species. This warbler
frequented all riparian habitat types. The spotted sandpiper was also common
and was most often seen along the river. The western wood-pewee, northern
oriole, and warbling vireo were frequently heard singing in the mature
cottonwood stands. Nesting birds indicative of the shrubby riparian habitat were
the yellow-breasted chat and rufous-sided towhee. The great-blue heron was
occasionally seen fishing in the river but is not known to nest in the site area.
Occasional waterfowl, including Canada geese, mallard, and common merganser,
were observed on or flying up and down the river; one mallard brood was heard
calling from a dense stand of willow in 1986. The San Miguel River constitutes
marginal nesting habitat for waterfowl because of the lack of brood escape
cover, especially when the river is low. Nest sites for birds of prey have not
been observed along the river, but the prairie falcon (Fal/co mexicanus) and
golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) could use the area for foraging. The common
barn owl (Tyto alba), long-eared owl (Asio otus), great horned owl (Bubo
virginianus), western screech owl (Otus kennicottii), and burrowing owl! (Athene
cunicularia) could also occur in the area. Large numbers (up to 22) of turkey
vultures have used a stand of mature cottonwoods across the river from the
processing site as a roosting site for a number of years.
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Table 2.6 Nesting birds recorded from the riparian zone along a 1.3-mi (2.1-km) stretch of
the San Miguel River near the Naturita, Colorado, UMTRA Project site

Year
Species 1986 1990 1991 1994 1995 Average
Yellow warbler 13 13 11 16 12

Spotted sandpiper
Western wood pewee
Yellow-breasted chat
Brown-headed cowbird
Warbling vireo
Northern oriole

House finch

Western kingbird
American robin
Rufous-sided towhee
Solitary vireo
Mourning dove
Black-billed magpie
Black-headed grosbeak
American starling
Lark sparrow
American crow
American goldfinch
Lazuli bunting

Blue grosbeak
Mallard

Northern flicker
Lesser goldfinch
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Willow flycatcher <0.5
Red-winged blackbird <0.5
Ash-throated flycatcher <0.5
Killdeer <0.5
American kestrel <0.5
Belted kingfisher <0.5
Broad-tailed hummingbird <0.5
Black-chinned hummingbird <0.5
Blue-gray gnatcatcher <0.5
Say’s phoebe <0.5
Common merganser <0.5
Cliff swallow® X

Total 44 6 8 6 7 65
?Nesting colony under Calamity Bridge.
Ref. TAC, 1995, 19943, 1991, 1990, 1986.
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2.2

2.3

At least 19 species of mammals may occur in the riparian habitat along the San
Miguel River. Beaver signs (droppings) were observed along the river. In 1986,
there was much fresh beaver sign, and small beaver dams had been constructed
in the drainages that run through the dense growth of cottonwoods in the former
tailings area. Observations in 1988 revealed very little fresh beaver sign. Mule
deer were observed along the river, and their sign was common. This area is
likely a mule deer winter range but not a critical winter range. There are also
year-round resident deer in the area.

Limited fish sampling in the San Miguel River resulted in six species being
recorded (Table 2.2). The flannelmouth sucker and rainbow trout were the most
common species collected.

UPPER BURBANK QUARRY, URAVAN, DISPOSAL SITE AND UPPER CLUB MESA
BORROW SITE

The Uravan, Colorado, site is in Section 4, Township (T) 47 North (N), Range (R)
17 West (W), and Sections 28, 29, 33, and 34, T48N, R17W. The Uravan site
is approximately 13 mi (21 km) northwest of the Naturita processing site via
Colorado State Highway 141 (Figure 1.1). The disposal site is at the Upper
Burbank Quarry and the borrow site is the Upper Club Mesa borrow site (Figure
2.2). Both of these facilities are located at the Uravan site and are on the Club
Mesa, approximately 400 ft (122 m) above the San Miguel River. The Uravan
site is currently licensed for the disposal of radioactive materials {Colorado
Radioactive Material License No. 660-02) by the Colorado Department of Public
Health and Environment (CDPHE)/Radiation Control Division (RCD). The site is
also a Superfund site and is being reclaimed under the Comprehensive
Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA) and a court
decree between the site owner and the state of Colorado. Since operations
began at the Uravan facility in the 1950s, over 10 million tons (9.1 million metric
tons) of tailings, millions of gallons of waste liquid raffinate, raffinate crystal
residue, and other milling wastes containing radioactive materials, metals, and
other inorganic contaminants have been produced and are scheduled to be
placed in repositories currently under construction at the site.

The Upper Burbank Quarry is an existing facility that has been excavated out of
the hillside. The ground at and near this facility has been highly disturbed and
no natural plant communities remain. The Upper Club Mesa borrow site is also
an existing facility that has been excavated out of the hillside. Here again, no
natural plant communities exist at this location. However, this borrow site may
have to be enlarged, which may result in the excavation of a pinon-juniper plant
community.

HAUL ROADS

The transportation of the contaminated material at the Naturita processing site
to the disposal site will occur along existing roads; no new road construction nor
widening is anticipated.
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Figure 2.2
Uravan Disposal Facility (Upper Burbank Quarry) and Upper Club Mesa
Borrow Site at the Uravan Site in Montrose County, Colorado
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2.4

2.5

The contaminated material will be hauled approximately 11 mi (18 km) from the
Naturita site to County Road EE-22 along State Highway 141 and then 2 mi (3
km) up a county road to the disposal site (see Figures 1.1 and 2.2). State
Highway 141 follows the San Miguel River and traverses both upland areas
above the river and riparian areas near the river. The upland areas are dominated
by big sage brush and pinon-juniper plant communities. Near the river, the road
runs near mature cottonwood stands and areas dominated by willows and other
riparian shrubs. The major area of riparian plant communities along the river is
the San Miguel at Tabeguach Creek Preserve near Uravan; this area is
administered by The Nature Conservancy. It is estimated that approximately 4
mi (6 km) of the 11-mi (8-km) haul route along State Highway 141 passes next
to riparian plant communities along the river (TAC, 1 994b); the remainder passes
through upland plant communities away from the river.

County Road EE-22 rises quickly above the river valley and traverses very little
of the river’s riparian zone.

PROPOSED ACTION

The proposed action is described in detail in the Naturita remedial action plan
(DOE, 1995). The RRM will be moved from the Naturita processing site to the
Uravan site, where the RRM will be stabilized in the Upper Burbank Quarry.
Disposal at this site will be consistent with the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) standards for active uranium processing sites (40 CFR Part 192)
and other appropriate authorizations and will be performed in accordance with a
disposal plan prepared by the owner and operator of the site and approved by
the CDPHE. The trucks hauling the Naturita RRM will proceed to the disposal
site and be unloaded. The haulage trucks will then be decontaminated at a
location within the Uravan site before returning to the Naturita processing site.
Remedial action will take approximately 18 months, with one winter shutdown
period of 4 months (December through March). The first year will consist of
preparing the necessary work areas and facilities and hauling contaminated
material. After the winter shutdown, the remaining RRM will be relocated to the
Uravan site, the disposal cell will be completed, and the Naturita site will be
restored.

IMPACTS TO FLORA AND FAUNA

Flora and fauna will be affected directly and indirectly by remedial action. Direct
effects will include the loss of habitat, loss of less mobile wildlife species, and
displacement of other wildlife species. Indirect effects will arise from increased
fugitive dust, noise levels, and human activity. The duration of the direct effects
will depend on the level of restoration, and indirect effects will last for the
duration of the remedial action or less.

Remedial action at the Naturita site will disturb approximately 87 acres (ac) (35
hectares [hal) consisting of riparian vegetation (47 ac [19 hal) and previously
disturbed ground with little vegetation (40 ac [16 ha]). The riparian plant
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communities along the San Miguel River are productive in terms of flora and
fauna and are relatively scarce in the region. Consultation with the U.S, Army
Corps of Engineers (USACE) indicated that 4 ac (2 ha) of cottonwood/willow
seedlings along the San Miguel River meet the USACE definition of a wetland.
The remaining riparian plant communities along the river do not meet the USACE
definition of a wetland because they lack the proper hydrological conditions
(Jacobsen, 1992).

As indicated above, the Upper Burbank Quarry and Upper Club Mesa borrow
sites are in areas of highly disturbed land so the use of these facilities would not
result in the disturbance of natural plant communities. In addition, the haul will
take place along existing roads so no land will need to be cleared for roads.

The clearing of vegetation from the riparian areas would temporarily reduce or
prohibit wildlife use. The duration of this effect would depend on the level of
restoration undertaken. Remedial action would remove not only the vegetation
but also some of the soil. This soil could not be stockpiled because it is
contaminated and must be incorporated into the disposal cell. Research has
shown that the rate of vegetation recovery on mine spoil varies widely,
depending on the restoration methods employed (Aldon, 1981 ; Wagner

et al., 1978). The hypothetical maximum effect would result from no restoration
except recontouring, which would result in the recovery of the biotic community
on land devoid of topsoil. In this case, primary succession (i.e., a sequence of
plant communities developing in a newly exposed habitat devoid of life

[Ricklefs, 1979]) would take place and recovery could take years, especially in
the dryer areas away from the river (Evans et al., 1978). However, recent
experience has shown that procedures such as fertilization, use of proper seed
mixtures, pole planting in riparian habitats, and protection from grazing can
enhance successful revegetation (Richardson et al., 1986; Swenson and

Mullins, 1985; York, 1985). Prior to any surface disturbance, plans for restoring
excavated areas would be developed by the remedial action contractor and the
DOE in consultation with the appropriate regulatory agency or other authority. In
general, these plans would involve backfilling, recontouring, and revegetation.
Effects would be mitigated by performing restoration as soon as possible after
the completion of surface-disturbing activities.

The effects on game species at the Naturita site are expected to be minimal.
The mule deer is a year-round resident at the Naturita processing site; however,
habitat features that would be disturbed during remedial action, such as critical
winter range, do not occur at or near the site. Large numbers of mule deer cross
State Highway 141 between Naturita and Uravan in March and April to reach
alfalfa fields between the road and river. The Colorado Division of Wildlife
recommends that speed limits and deer crossing signs be in place at this time of
year (Arndt, 1994),

A limited amount of waterfow| production occurs along the San Miguel River in
the site area, but remedial action activities would be expected to have a minimal
effect on waterfow| production. The effects on birds of prey at the site would
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also be expected to be minimal to nonexistent. No large hawks are known to
nest in the cottonwood stands that may be affected. The kestrel and certain
species of small owls may nest in these areas and may be affected.

An analysis of possible effects on threatened and endangered species is
presented in Section 3.0 of this biological assessment. This analysis indicates
that there would be no direct effects on threatened and endangered species
except possibly on the southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax traillii
extimus). The southwestern willow flycatcher was heard calling along the San
Miguel River in 1986; however, this species was not observed or heard along
the San Miguel River in the Naturita site area from 1990 through 1995. It was
therefore determined that the southwestern willow flycatcher does not currently
nest in the areas that could be affected by remedial action. Surveys for this bird
species will be conducted again in 1996 and 1997. If these surveys reveal that
the southwestern willow flycatcher nests in areas that would be affected by the
remedial action, a mitigation plan will be prepared in consultation with the FWS.
One possible mitigation measure would be to limit remedial action activities in
the habitat of the southwestern willow flycatcher.

Water from the San Miguel River will be used for the remedial action (e.g., for
dust control and equipment decontamination). This water use will result in a net
depletion of water in the upper Colorado River basin and "may affect”
determination for the Colorado squawfish (Ptychocheilus lucius), humpback chub
(Gila cypha), bonytail chub (Gila elegans), and razorback sucker (Xyrauchen
texanus). In addition, this depletion will adversely affect the critical habitat of
these fish species. These determinations will require formal conferencing with
the FWS and may result in the payment of a dollar amount per acre-foot of the
average annual water withdrawal for the remedial action. It is estimated that
remedial action will require an average annual water withdrawal of 76 ac-ft from
the San Miguel River. Based on a letter received from the FWS, it is assumed
that the water depletion fee will be waived because the average annual water
withdrawal will be less than 100 ac-ft (Rose, 1995).
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3.0 THREATENED AND ENDANGERED SPECIES

This section describes the status of the threatened and endangered species that may occur
in the study area. The federally listed threatened and endangered species are the black-
footed ferret (Mustela nigripes), bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus), peregrine falcon
(Falco peregrinus), southwestern willow flycatcher, Colorado squawfish, bonytail chub,
humpback chub, razorback sucker, and Uinta Basin hookless cactus (Sclerocactus glaucus).
The FWS has redefined its list of federal candidate species and consequently no candidate
species occur in the project area (see Appendix A).

3.1 MAMMALS
Black-footed ferret

The black-footed ferret is also listed as endangered by the state of Colorado. No
critical habitat has been designated. The ferret, primarily nocturnal, is closely
associated with prairie dogs throughout its range. The ferret preys on prairie
dogs and uses the prairie dog burrows as shelter and den sites. Because of this
close association, all active prairie dog colonies are considered potential
black-footed ferret habitat (Clark et al., 1984). The potential for the
black-footed ferret to occur at and adjacent to the Naturita processing site is low
(Carruthers, 1986). No active prairie dog towns were observed during multiple
surveys of the Naturita site (TAC, 1995, 1994a, 1993, 1992, 1990, 1988,
1986). Prairie dog towns would not occur at the Upper Burbank Quarry and
Upper Club Mesa borrow site because the land is highly disturbed. Prairie dog
towns would also not be expected in the habitat around these sites because it is
a pinon-juniper plant community. Therefore, since there is no potential habitat
for the species in the site area, remedial action at the Naturita site will not affect
the black-footed ferret.

3.2 BIRDS

Bald eagle

The bald eagle is also listed as endangered by the state of Colorado. No critical
habitat has been designated. The eagle is generally associated with river habitat
where suitable perches and viable fisheries are available; large cottonwood trees
are used for perching or roosting sites. The eagle feeds mainly on fish; however,
carrion, waterfowl, and rabbits may also be consumed, especially during the
winter (Woodward-Clyde, 1983). The bald eagle is a common winter resident
locally along major rivers and is a rare breeder in western Colorado (CDM and
Bio/West, 1983). It is not known to nest along the San Miguel River but does
hunt along the river during the winter. In addition, a raptor survey conducted by
the FWS in the areas of potential impact did not reveal any bald eagle nests
(Opdycke, 1987). Although bald eagles have been seen perched in the
cottonwoods in the riparian habitat, there are no known, regularly used roost
sites along the river in the area of the Naturita processing site. The bald eagle
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density is generally low (approximately six) along the river between Naturita and
Uravan, and use of the upland site areas is sporadic (Arndt, 1994 Welch, 1993;
Sherman, 1987; Carruthers, 1986). There are two winter concentration areas
near the processing site. One is along the San Miguel River, 5 to 6 mi {8to 10
km) northeast of the site, and the other is along the Dry Creek basin, 5 to 6 mi
(8 to 10 km) south of the site (Welch, 1993). The remedial action activities
would not affect these two winter concentration areas. Given that winter bald
eagle use along the San Miguel River is light in the site area, there will be a
4-month winter shutdown of the remedial action, there are no winter perch or
roost sites at or near the site, and there are numerous cottonwood stands along
the river, remedial action activities are not expected to affect the bald eagle.

Peregrine falcon

Historically, the peregrine falcon nested in at least 27 locations in Colorado. By
1972, there were eight known nesting locations, none of which produced any
young. This drastic reduction was due to the widespread use of
dichlorodiphenylthrichloroethane (DDT) (Scott, 1985). The peregrine falcon
recovery program began in 1975. As of 1987, the total number of breeding
pairs had increased to 23; 22 pairs successfully fledged young (CDOW, 1988).

The peregrine falcon nests 8 to 10 mi (12 to 15 km) from the Uravan site along
the Dolores River (Leachman, 1996). Remedial action activities would not have
a direct impact on nesting peregrines; however, peregrine falcons may travel
long distances from the aerie to secure food. The Uravan site is within the
feeding range of nesting peregrine falcons, which has been estimated to be up to
10 mi (16 km) (CDOW, 1978). However, preferred feeding areas are riparian
habitat such as occur along the San Miguel River at the Uravan site (FWS, 1984)
and remedial action activities at the Uravan site would not take place within the
San Miguel River riparian zone. Remedial action would take place in the riparian
zone of the river at the Naturita processing site. However, this site is well over
20 mi (32 km) from the peregrine falcon aerie and is well outside the feeding
range of this species. Therefore, remedial action is expected to have no effect
on the peregrine falcon’s nesting along the Dolores River.

rn willow er

The willow flycatcher is widely distributed in the United States. There are four
subspecies of the willow flycatcher, and the southwestern willow flycatcher
occurs in the southwestern United States. The northern boundary of the range
of the southwestern willow flycatcher has been determined to be southern
Colorado; the Naturita site is within the boundary of the subspecies. Populations
of the southwestern willow flycatcher have declined precipitously due, primarily,
to habitat destruction, and 500 to 1000 pairs probably exist in the wild {Unitt,
1987).

The southwestern willow flycatcher generally nests in willows; in recent years,
they have begun to nest in salt cedars. The preferred habitat in the southwest is
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3.3

riparian habitat along bodies of water, such as that which occurs along the San
Miguel River (Unitt, 1987). Two male willow flycatchers were heard calling
repeatedly at the Naturita site in 1986 (TAC, 1986). These birds were singing in
the dense cottonwoods and willows that grow in the western part of the former
tailings area (see Figure 2.1). It is possible that these birds were nesting
because the willow flycatcher migration was essentially complete and migrating
willow flycatchers rarely sing (Unitt, 1987). These observations took place
before the southwestern willow flycatcher was designated as an endangered
species. Field surveys for this species were conducted in June of 1990, 1991,
1993, 1994, and 1995 along the San Miguel River (TAC, 1995, 1994a,, 1993,
1991, 1990). These surveys included approximately 3 mi (5 km) of the San
Miguel River, upstream and downstream of the Naturita site. In 1995, the study
was expanded to include riparian habitat along the river in areas where State
Highway 141 runs close to the river. These areas include The Nature
Conservancy San Miguel River Preserve near Uravan. The willow flycatcher was
reported at this preserve during the 1994 nesting season (lreland, 1995). The
southwestern willow flycatcher was neither heard nor observed in the area of
the Naturita site nor in riparian areas near State Highway 141 in 1995. In
addition, the willow flycatcher was not recorded during a 1995 survey of The
Nature Conservancy land near Uravan conducted by Bureau of land Management
biologists (Ferguson, 1996).

Based on the surveys for the southwestern willow flycatcher from 1990 through
1995, it is determined that this bird species does not currently nest along the
San Miguel River at or near the Naturita processing site nor in areas near the
State Highway 141 haul road and that remedial action will not affect this
species. However, because potential habitat for this species occurs in the areas
that would be affected by remedial action and it has been recorded in the area
previously, surveys for this species will be conducted in 1996 and 1997;
remedial action is scheduled to be completed in 1997. If these surveys
determine that the southwestern willow flycatcher nests in areas that will be
disturbed during remedial action, formal conferencing with the FWS will be
initiated, and a mitigation plan will be prepared. This plan may include such
measures as postponing or suspending remedial action in the area of concern
until after the nesting season or trapping the birds and moving them.

FISH

Colorado squawfish

The Colorado squawfish is also listed as endangered by the state of Colorado.
This fish is the largest minnow in North America. Its historical range includes
the Colorado River and all of the larger tributaries from Wyoming to the Gulf of
California, such as the San Miguel River. The Colorado squawfish is now rare
and limited to the upper Colorado River basin (Valdez et al., 1982). Although
the Colorado squawfish historically occurred in the San Miguel River, its relative
abundance was rare, as reported by Nolting (1957). Currently, the squawfish
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does not occur in the San Miguel River, and it is unlikely that this river meets the
habitat requirements of this fish (Carruthers, 1986).

il m hubs

The bonytail and humpback chubs are also listed as endangered by the state of
Colorado. These fishes were historically distributed throughout the Colorado
River basin in main river channels and larger tributaries. The bonytail chub was
most common in the open river area of large river channels, while the humpback
chub was restricted to swift, deep water areas, mainly in canyons. Historically,
the bonytail chub was reported to be abundant in the San Miguel River (Nolting,
1957). The humpback chub may have also occurred in the San Miguel River.
Currently, neither chub species occurs in the San Miguel River, and it is unlikely
that the river meets the habitat requirements of these fishes (Carruthers, 1986).

Razorback sucker

The razorback sucker originally occupied 1500 mi (2414 km) of the Colorado
River system. lIts current distribution is limited to 600 mi (965 km), mostly in
the upper river basin. All specimens of this fish collected in the upper Colorado
River were adults, which suggests a low reproductive rate. Although the habitat
preference of this species has not been fully evaluated due to the small number
of observations, it appears to prefer backwaters and gravel pits with little or no
flow and silt bottoms (Valdez et al., 1982). The razorback sucker may have
occurred in the San Miguel River. However, this river is not currently occupied
by the razorback sucker, and it is unlikely that the river meets the habitat
requirements of this fish (Carruthers, 1986).

Impacts to endangered fish

Endangered fish species do not occur in the San Miguel River, so remedial action
will not have a direct impact on these species. However, remedial action at the
Naturita site may have an indirect impact on the endangered fish species. The
FWS determined that an upper Colorado basin-wide (which includes the San
Miguel River) jeopardy situation has existed since 1978 for the four fish species
discussed above (FWS, 1987). Depletion of water within the basin, which
includes water required for remedial action, would have a negative impact on
these species and would result in a "may affect” determination by the FWS.
This determination requires the initiation of formal conferencing with the FWS
under the Endangered Species Act. According to the "Recovery Implementation
Program for Endangered Fish Species in the Upper Colorado River Basin"

(FWS, 1987), water depletion subject to a "may affect" determination would
require a one-time contribution to the FWS of a dollar amount per acre-foot of
water used, based on the average annual water depletion caused by a project.
Water from the San Miguel River will be used for the remedial action (e.g., for
dust control and equipment decontamination), and it is estimated that the
average annual water requirement for remedial action at the Naturita site will be
76 ac-ft. Based on a letter received from the FWS, it is assumed that the water
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3.4

depletion fee will be waived because the average annual water withdrawal will
be less than 100 ac-ft (Rose, 1995)

The FWS has designated 2096 mi (3369 km) of the Colorado River and its
tributaries as critical habitat for the endangered fish species. Therefore, the
withdrawal of water from the San Miguel River for the remedial action will be
"an adverse modification of this critical habitat" that will require formal
conferencing with the FWS (refer to the FWS letter dated 20 April 1993, in
Appendix A). However, the FWS has determined that the endangered fish
recovery program has made sufficient progress so water depletion fees for
projects that use an average annual 100 ac-ft of water or less will be waived in
relation to the endangered fish critical habitat (Rose, 1995). Since the average
annual water depletion for the Naturita project is estimated to be 76 ac-ft, a one-
time payment to the FWS on mitigation for the adverse modification of critical
habitat will not be required.

PLANTS
| tu

The Uinta Basin hookless cactus is a threatened species and occurs in two
disjunct populations: one from the Uinta Basin in Utah and the other from Mesa
and Delta counties in Colorado (Heil and Porter, 1987). This species has
taxonomic problems and some authorities believe it does not represent a distinct
species. However, Heil and Porter ( 1987) used the hierarchical cluster analysis
to compare characteristics of this species with the closely related Sclerocactus
parviflorus and determined that the Uinta Basin hookless cactus should continue
to be considered a distinct species.

The Uinta Basin hookless cactus is generally found growing on south, southeast,
and southwest exposures. It typically grows on gravelly soils on the tops or
slopes of hills and rarely on level ground between hills. This species is generally
restricted to Mancos, Duchesne, Green River, and Wasatch Formations.
Dominant plant species that occur with this cactus are mat saltbush, shadscale,
Welsh saltbush, greasewood, and jointfir (Ephedra torreyana) (Heil and Porter,
1987).

The Uinta Basin hookless cactus probably does not occur in the Naturita and
Uravan areas because these sites are outside of its reported range. Experts for
this species also concur that it probably does not occur in the Naturita and
Uravan areas (Ferguson, 1996; Heil, 1996). In addition, appropriate desert shrub
habitat does not occur at or near areas that would be disturbed during remedial
action. For these reasons, Naturita site remedial action would not affect this
threatened species.
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United States Department of the Interior

FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE

ENDANGERED SPECIES OFFICE
581 25': ROAD
INDEPENDENCE PLAZA
SUITE B-118
GRAND JUNCTION, COLORADO 81305
TELEPHONE: $08-241-0563

February 27, 1986

Mr. Dave Lechel

Manager, Environmental Services
Jacobs Engineering Group, Inc.

5301 Central Avenue N.W., Suite 1700
Albuquerque, N.M. 87108

Dear Mr. Lechel:

We have received your letter of January 22, 1886, regarding Uranium Mill
Tailings Hemedial Action (UMTRA) Project plans of Department of Energy for
clean-up of uranium tailing sites near Naturita, Montrose County, Colorado,
and near Slickrock, San Miguel County, Colorado.

We are furnishing you with the following list of rare species which pay be
present within the area of influence of your project. The lists pertain to
both sites with the exception noted below:

Federally listed Species

Bald eagle Baliseetus leucocephalus

Black-footed ferret Mustels nigripes

Bonytail chudb Gila elegans

Colorado squawfish Ptvchocheilus lucjus

Bumpback chub Gilas cypha

Peregrine falcon Falco peregrinus (Slickrock site only)

Historically, the endangered black-footed ferret (Mustela nigripes) may have
occurred in portic-s of southwestern Colorado. Although unconfirmed
sightings of this xammal have occurred in northwestern Colorado, the only
known population is in Meeteetse, Wyocming. Literature documents a close
association between prairie dogs and black-footed ferrets. The standard
that is used for determining possible project effects to black-footed
ferrets is the disturbance of currently occupied prairie dog habite:.

Should any of the activities that are part of the above-referenced project
result in an impact to prairie dogs, black-footed ferret surveys may be
necessary.

If water quality in the Colorado River will be affected by project activities,
or if resedial action of any kind results in the consuzmptive use of water
from the upper Colorado River basin, then resulting impacts to the Colorado
squawfish (Ptvchocheilus Jucius), bumpback chub (Gila &ypha), and bonytail
chub (Gila elegans) must be sddressed in your assesspent of impacts.
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FISH AND WILDI IR SERVICE e

FISH AND WILDLIFE ENHANCEMENT —_—
COLORADO STATE OFFICE = .
829 253 Road, Suite B-113
JUNCI'ION. COLORADO 81505
(303) 243-2778

(FWE) May 26, 1988

Bi11 Glover

Manager, Environmental Services

Jacobs Engineering Group, Inc.

5301 Central Avenue N.E,, Suite 1700
Tbuquerque, NM 87108

Dear Mr, Glover,
This responds to your April 25, 1988, letter regarding the Uranium MiNn

Tailings Remedia) Action Project at Naturita, Colorado. It appears that
federally 1isted species may occur within the area of influence of the

proposal,.
federally Iisted Species

Black-footed ferret Mustela nigripes

Bald eagle Haliaeetus Jeucocephalys
Colorado squawfish Piychocheilys Juciys
Humpback chub £ila gvpha

Bonytail chub £ila elegans

Historically. the black-footed ferret was believed to occur in portions of the
construction work area. Literature documents a close 8ssociation between
prairie dogs ang black-footed ferrets. Your pre-construction surveys should
determine whether your activities will disturd prafrie dog colonies., If s0,
black-footed ferret Surveys may be required.

Wintering bald eagles are common throughout Colorado and are primar{ly
associated with streams and reservoirs, Project evaluation should determine
whether bald eagles occur in the project area and whether impacts will occur to
this endangered bird.

None of the federally 1isted fish species occur in the project area, However,
we believe it {s appropriate at this time to consider whether the proposed
project will result in a depletion of water from the upper Colorado River
basin. 1If so, formal consultation under the Endangered Species Act will be
necessary.

The paradox lupine (Lupinus crassys) 4s a candidate for federa) 1isting and may
occur in the project area. While this plant currently receives no protection
from the Endangered Species Act, we believe it is within the spirit of the act
to consider potential impacts to this plant at this time.
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FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE
COLORADO FIELD OFFICE
730 SIMMS STREET
ROOM 292
GOLDEN, COLORADO 80401

December 28, 1988

Charles J, Burt

Environmental Specialist

Jacobs Engineering Group, Inc.

5301 Central Avenue N.E. Suite 1700
Alburquerque, New Mexico 87108

Dear Mr, Burt:

. This responds to your November 21, 1988, letter requesting an update of

Federally 1isted species that may be associated with the proposed Uranium
Mil1-tailings Remedial Action Projects at Slickrock, Naturita, Gunnison and
Maybell, Colorado.

We have reviewed the 1ists provided to Jacobs Engineering, Inc. 1n 1986 and
1988. The following changes should be made:

1) Naturita site - Delete the Grand Junction milkvetch.

2)  Mavbell site - Delete the White River penstemon. Add the
bonytail chub.

3)  Gunnison site - Add the Colorado squawfish, humpback chub,
and bonytail chub.

The 1ist for the S1ickrock site needs no changes.

We appreciate the opportunity to update the species 1ists for these actions.
Please contact Bob Leachman of our Grand Junction office at (303) 243-2773 if

there are any questions.

444E7 LeRoy W. Carison
Acting State Supervisor

cc:  FWS/FWE, Salt Lake City
Official File
Reading File

Sincepely,
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e Western Colorado Sub-Office m
[ 529 25% Road, Suite B-113 -
% Granad Junction, CO 81505-6199
B FTS 332-0351

COMM (303) 243-2778

IN REPLY REFER TO:
FWE/CO:DOE:UMTRA:Maybell
Mail Stop 65412 Grand Junction

December 4, 1990

. Mr. Mark L. Matthews

j . Project Manager

= " Uranium Mill Tailings Remedial Action Project Office
- * Department of Energy

- P.O. Box 5400 .

Albuquerque, New Mexico 87115

Dear Mr. Matthews:

=~ This responds to your October 4, 1990 and October 16, 1990, letters forwarding
Environmental and Biological Assessments for the Maybell and Naturita Remedial

Action Projects. Both projects are in Colorado. Our comments for each project are
below.

.

L

aybell Uranium Mill Tail; )

This office provided you a draft biological opinion dated November 13, 1990, for
remedial action at Maybell, Colorado. This opinion was in response to your October 16
letter to Mr. Lee Carlson of our Golden, Colorado office. We have no further

kradiadd

days of receipt of acknowledgement that the recommended depletion payment has been
made to the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation,

turita Uranium Mill Tailines Si
3iological n
We concur with the biological assessment’s conclusion that the proposed project "may

affect” federally listed fish, Formal consultation under the Endangered Species Act will,
therefore, be required for this project.

RIS

We have discussed prairie dog distribution with the Bureau of Land Management in
Montrose. It appears that more than 250 acres of prairie dogs may occur within 4.5
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IN REPLY REFER TO:

FWE/GJ-6-CO-90-F-13
December 11, 1990

Mr. Mark L. Matthews, Project Manager

Uranium Mill Tailings Remedial Action Project Office
Department of Energy

Albuquerque Operations Office

P.O. Box 5400

Albuquerque, NM 87115

Subject: Biological Opinion Regarding Remedial Action at the Naturita, Colorado,
Uranium Mill Tailings Site

This responds to your October 1, 1990, letter initiating Section 7 consultation under the
Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended. The Fish and Wildlife Service (Service)

has reviewed your biological assessment and concurs with your "may affect”
determination for Colorado squawfish (Ptychocheilus lucjus), humpback chub (Gila

* cypha), and bonytail chub (Gila elegans), which are all federally listed as endangered.

The fourth species addressed in your biological assessment, the razorback sucker
(Xyrauchen texanus) is currently proposed for listing as endangered. It is the
Department of Energy’s (DOE) responsibility to confer with the Service on any action
which is likely to jeopardize the continued existence of any proposed species (50 CFR
Part 402.10). Your biological assessment made the determination that the proposed
action "may affect” the razorback sucker; however, the regulations require that the DOE
determine whether the proposed action is likely to jeopardize the continued existence of
the razorback sucker. Please submit your determination to this office for our
concurrence.

We concur with your assessment that the proposed action would not affect the bald eagle
(Haliaeetus leucocephalus) or black-footed ferret (Mustela nigripes). We appreciate
your concern and effort in evaluating impacts the project may have on candidate species.
Your report on the willow flycatcher (Empidomax trailii) was very informative and will
be used to document the likelyhood of these birds béing found in other areas of
Colorado in similar habitats.
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occurred due to the introduction of nonnative fishes, many of which have thrived as a
result of changes in the natural riverine system (i.e, flow and temperature regimes). The
decline of endemic Colorado River fishes seems to be at least partially related to
competition or other behaviora] interactions with nonnative species, which have perhaps
been exacerbated by alterations in the natural fluvial environment.

The Colorado squawfish currently occupies about 1,030 river miles in the Colorado River
system (25 percent of its original range) and is presently found only in the upper
Colorado River Basin above Glen Canyon Dam. It inhabits about 350 miles of the
mainstem Green River from its mouth to the mouth of the Yampa River. Its range also
extends 140 miles up the Yampa River and 104 miles up the White River, the two major
tributaries of the Green River, In the mainstem Colorado River, it is currently found
from Lake Powell extending about 201 miles upstream to Palisade, Colorado, and in the

development are also closely tied to some specific habitat requirements. It is imperative
that proper flows and temperatures are provided during these essential life stages. The
conservation measures outlined below will help further investigate and meet the habitat
requirements of the Colorado squawfish, thus offsetting project-related impacts and the
likelihood of jeopardy for the species.

HUMPBACK CHUB
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It is important to note that these provisions of the Recovery Program were based on
appropriate legal protection of the instream flow needs of the endangered Colorado
River fishes. The Recovery Program further states:

_".dt is necessary to protect and manage sufficient habitat to
support self-sustaining populations of these species. One way
to accomplish this is to provide long term protection of the
habitat by acquiring or appropriating water rights to ensure
instream flows.... Since this program sets in place a
mechanism and a commitment to assure that the instream

flows are protected under State law, the Service will consider

n T ion
. Ill.n' .

Thus, the Service has determined that project depletion impacts, which the Service has
consistently maintained are likely to jeopardize the listed fishes, can be offset by (a) the
water project proponents one-time contribution to the Recovery Program in the amount
of $10.91 per acre-foot of the project’s average annual depletion, and (b) appropriate
legal protection of instream flows pursuant to State law. The Service believes it is
essential that protection of instream flows proceed expeditiously, before significant water
depletions occur.

With respect to (a) above (i.e., depletion charge), the applicant will make a one-time
payment which has been calculated by multiplying the project’s average annual depletion
(37 acre-feet) by the depletion charge in effect at the time payment is made. For fiscal
year 1991 (October 1, 1990, to September 30, 1991), the depletion charge is $10.91 per
acre-foot of the average annual depletion which equals a total payment of $403.67 for
this project. This amount will be adjusted annually for inflation on October 1 of each
year based on the previous year’s Composite Consumer Price Index. The Service will
notify the DOE of any change in the depletion charge by September 1 of each year. Ten
percent of the total contribution ($40.37) or total payment, will be made to the National
Fish and Wildlife Foundation (see Appendix A). The balance will be due at the time
the construction commences. Fifty percent of the funds will be used for acquisition of
water rights to meet the instream flow needs of the endangered fishes (unless otherwise
recommended by the Implementation Committee); the balance will be used to support
other recovery activities for the Colorado River endangered fishes.

Lonclusion

This concludes our biological opinion on the impacts of proposed remedial action. This
opinion was based upon the information described herein. If new information becomes
available, new species listed, or should there be any changes in the total average annual
amount of water depleted by this project (37 acre-feet per year) or any other project
change which alters the operation of the project from that which is described in the
biological assessment and which may affect any endangered or threatened species in a
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Cooperative Agreement
between
U.S. Department of the Interior
Fish and Hild}ife Service
an
National Fish and Wildlife Foundation

I. Background

Three species of fish that inhabit the Colorado River system have been federally
listed as endangered: the Colorado squawfish, humpback chub, and bonytail chub.
A fourth, the razorback sucker, is currently a candidate for listing. On
January 21-22, 1988, the Governors of Utah, Wyoming, and Colorado, the
Administrator of the Western Area Power Administration, and the Secretary of the
Interior executed a Cooperative Agreement to implement the "Recovery
Implementation Program for Endangered Fish Species in the Upper Colorado River
Basin" (Recovery Program). The 15-year Recovery Program outlines an aggressive
effort to recover the endangered fishes of the Colorado River in a manner that
is consistent with Interstate Compacts and State water rights systems. The
signing of the Cooperative Agreement also established an Implementation
Committee whose purpose is to oversee the Fish and Wildlife Service’s (Service)
implementation of the Recovery Program. Members of the Implementation Committee
include representatives of the States of Colorade, Wyoming, and Utah, the
Service, the Bureau of Reclamation, the Western Area Power Administration, and
representatives of the water development interests and environmental groups.

The cost for implementing the Recovery Program is estimated at $58.5 million
.over the 15-year time frame. Contributions by proponents of water projects
(Federal, State and private) are expected to provide approximately $9-10 million
of these funds, assuming full Compact development over the next 15 years. Water
project proponents will make a one-time contribution to the Service in the
amount of $10 per acre-foot based on the average annual depletion of projects
that complete consultation pursuant to Section 7(a)2 of the Endangered Species
Act of 1973, as amended. Payment of the contribution will be specified in the
biological opinion for each water project which causes a depletion of water from
the Upper Colorado River system. Ten percent of the funds will be payable upon
completion of the Federal action which initiated the consultation (e.g.,
issuance of a 404 permit); the balance will be due at the time construction
commences or prior to the depletion becoming effective. Funds from these
contributions are to be applied equally to flow acquisition and other priority
recovery-activities, unless otherwise directed by the Implementation Committee.

In addition, the Recovery Program has a provision for the donation of funds from
private parties, including conservation groups. Private donations would be used
for priority recovery activities as agreed to by the donor, the Service, and/or
the Implementation Committee.

The role of the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation (Foundation) was
identified in the Recovery Program. Section 5.5 indicates that all contributed
or donated funds accruing from the Recovery Program, regardless of source, will
be placed in an interest bearing account, such as those administered by the
Foundation, until such time as they are utilized in accorcznce with the
Implementation Committee’s approved annual work plan and budget.
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Work closely with the Foundation to develop contracts for work to be
funded with Colorado River contributed/donated funcs.

"Appoint a technical project officer for all contracts or projects

carried out or funded under this Agreement.

Appoint an individual who will represent the Service in carrying out
its obligations under this Agreement, including authorizing the
expenditure of funds by the Foundation.

In cases dealing with disbursement of funds for acquiring water
rights, provide the Foundation with written direction of the Service’s
Director or his designee, and a certified resolution of the
Implementation Committee recommending allocation of the funds. The
resolution will contain the following information:

a. The specific purpose for which the funds are being disbursed.

b. A detailed description of the water right to be acquired.

c. The owner of the water right.

d. T?ehexact or maximum amount to be expended in acquiring the water
right.

Coordinate and report upon activities of the Foundation with and to
the Colorado River Implementation Committee, including providing an
annual accounting to the Implementation Committee for all funds
maintained, received, and/or expended pursuant to this Agreement.

. Continue to maintain separate accounts for funds appropriated by

Congress for the acquisition of water rights, and contributed/donated
funds received prior to the implementation of this Agreement. Use of
funds in these accounts will be coordinated by the Service, on behalf
of the Implementation Committee, with those maintained by the
Foundation under this Agreement.

Foundation Obligations - The Foundation will:

1.

Serve as the Service’s designated agent for accepting and
administering contributed and donated funds acquired pursuant to the
Recovery Program, and disbursing these funds as approved by the
Service and the Implementation Committee.

Maintain these funds in a specific account, separate from other .
Foundation accounts. Interest accruing to this Foundation account
will be used for the purpose for which the account was established.

Develop and/or issue, in coordination with the Service, contracts for
work to be funded with Colorado River contributed/donated funds as
identified in the approved Implementation Committee work plan.

Appoint an individual- who will represent the Foundation in carrying
out its obligations under this Agreement.
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[X. Amendments

Amendments to this Agreement may be proposed by either party, and shall become
effective only upon being reduced to a written instrument executed by both
parties.

X. Termination

This Agreement may be terminated by either party upon 90 days written notice to
the other. Upon receipt of such written notice, the Foundation will provide an
accounting of remaining funds and outstanding contractual obligations of funds.
In the case of termination, the Service will make arrangements for transferring
the funds administered by the Foundation to another entity, or renegotiate an
alternative agreement with the Foundation.

XI. General Provisions

The U.S. Fish and Wild1ife Service General Provisions for Grant and Cooperative
Agreements, as attached, shall be applicable to this Agreement.

In witness whereof, each party has caused this Agreement to be executed by an
authorized official on the day and year set forth below their signature.

National Fish and Wildlife U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Foundati

TITLE_E e S Duu;%-, TITLE Regional Director
DATE 5/ ! 7,/ X9 DATE___JUN 1 4 1989
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December 31

March 15

June 15

July 15

September 1

Sept-Dec

January 31

Process and Schedule
Colorado River Endangered Fishes
Annual Work Plan

Each Principal Investigator provides a written summary of results
of studies and identifies successes, shortcomings and plans for
the next year. An oral presentation is provided at the Colorado
River annual researcher’s meeting in February.

Chairman of Technical Group sends out a request for preliminary
proposals for new projects. '

Technical Group meets to rank existing (ongoing) projects and
preliminary proposals for new projects. Each project is ranked
based on several factors, including:

consistency with the Recovery Program/Plans

degree of urgency (to avoid Jeopardy)

essential for recovery

timeliness of study results

likelihood of success

relationship to other priority work

opportunity to do project now

h. quality of proposal

Qa -H o Q.p ‘U"ED

Recommendations are provided to the Management Group on the
relative priority of funding existing and new (proposed)
projects.

Management Group considers the recommendations of the Technical
Group, determines available funding, and prepares draft work
plan. Management Group transmits a draft work plan to
Implementation Committee for review.

Implementation Committee meets to review and approve the annual
work plan. o

. Cooperators develop and/or issue requests for proposals, scopes-

of-work, and contracts for projects approved in the
Implementation Committee’s work plan.

Implementation Committee meets to review the status of projects
contained in their annual work plan.
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UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR Dy —

FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE m_--'-'
FISH AND WILDLIFE ENHANCEMENT I ——
" Westem Colorado Sub-Office . ca——
529 25% Road, Suite B-113 e —pl 2
Grand Jusction, CO 815056199
FTS 332-0351 PHONE: (303) 2432778

FAX: (303) 245-6933

IN REPLY REFER TO:

FWE/CO:DOE:UMTRA
Mail Stop 65412 Grand Junction

February 25, 1991

Mark L. Matthews, Project Ménager

- Uranium Mill Tailings Remedial Action Project
- Department of Enérgy

P.O. Box 5400
Albuquerque, New Mexico 87115

Dear Mr. Matthews:

- This responds to your three letters dated February 7, 1991, regrading remedial action
activities at the Gunnison, Maybell, and Naturita Uranium Mill Tailings sites.

Each of the above letters serve as a biological assessment for the razorback sucker

- (proposed for Federal listing on May 22, 1990), as required under Section 402.12 of 50

CFR 402. We concur with your conclusion that remedial action activity at each of the
sites is not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of the razorback sucker. Further
action under Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act is, therefore, not necessary for any
of the above projects.

We appreciate your attention to endangered species issues. Please contact me if there
are any questions.

Sincerely,

Aokt o

Acting Colorado State Supervisor

cc:  FWS/FWE, Golden
- FWS/FWE, Salt Lake City
CDOW, Grand Junction
CDOW, Montrose
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Western Colorado Office ———

529 25% Road, Suite B-113 .

Grand Juncﬁon, CO 81505-6199

Phone: (303) 243-2778 FAX (303) 245-6933

IN REPLY REFER TO:;

ES/C0:DOE-UMTRA
MS 65412 Go

April 20, 1993

Ms. Linda Ulland, Manager
Environmental Services

Jacobs Engineering Group, Inc.

5301 Central Avenue N.E., Suite 1700
1buquerque, New Mexico 87108

Subject: Naturita UMTRA Project update
Dear Ms. Ulland:

Tailings Remedia] Action (UMTRA) Project. As you state in your letter, the
Fish and Wildljife Service provided a biological opinion dated December 11,
1990 (FHE/GJ—6-C0-90-F-13) regarding this activity. Due to the need to
evaluate other alternatives, the conservation measures included in that

due to changes in the status of federally listed fish species, and some of the
candidate species. Consequently, we are providing you the following 1ist of
federally 1isted and candidate species that may occur within the area of
influence of the Proposed project.

FEDERALLY LISTED SPECIES

Colorado squawfish Ptychocheilus lucius
Humpback chub Gila cypha

Bonytail chub Gila elegans

Razorback sucker Xyrauchen texanus

Bald eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus
Black-footed ferret Mustela nigripes

We have provided Jacob’s Engineering biological details regarding the
federally 1isted fish species on numerous occasions; consequently, we are
abbreviating this response. However, you shoyld be advised that critical
habitat for the federally listed fish species was proposed for designation on
January 24, 1993 (Federal Register vsg No. 18). The Proposal identifies 2,094
river miles of the Colorado river and its tributaries that are believed to
have the essentia] biological and physical elements required for the
conservation of the federally 1isted fish. The Fish and Wildlife Service will
consider any depletion of water from the upper Colorado River basin as an
adverse modification of this critical habitat, a conclusion which wil} require
formal conferencing (50CFR402. 10) by the Department of Energy with this
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disturbed by aqy ghase of the project. The prairie dog inventory should occur
on all lands within a one/half mile radius of all project feature boundaries.

FEDERAL CANDIDATE SPECIES

Ferruginous hawk Buteo regalis
Loggerhead shrike Lanius Judovicianus
Northern goshawk Accipiter gentilis
Southwestern willow flycatcher Empidomax trailii extimus
White-faced ibis Plegadis chihi
Columbian sharptailed grouse Tympanuchus phasianellus columbianus
ggundt?il cgub \ Gila robusta
anneimouth sucker Catostomus latipinnis
Lupinus crassus Paradox lupine

The ferruginous hawk is the largest buteo in North America and is a category 2
Tisting candidate. It is 3 common summer resident of grasslands in Rio Blanco
County, occasionally nests in pinon-juniper woodlands, and feeds on small
mammals such as prairie dogs and rabbits. Human disturbance near active nest
sites can result in nesting failure. A petition to 1ist the ferruginous hawk
was recently determined unwarranted by the Fish and Wildlife Service.

However, there is a need to continue monitoring the status of this candidate
species.,

The Toggerhead shrike is a category two listing candidate species. The shrike
may be found in a variety of habitats below 6,000 feet elevation, including
riparian areas and pinyon-juniper woodlands. The shrike is a fairly common
summer resident and spring and fall migrant in Colorado. The loggerhead
shrike may feed on large insects, smali birds, or mice. The loggerhead shrike

County. The Toggerhead shrike has also been identified by the Partners in
Flight international Joint venture as a neotropical migrant worthy of
attention.

The northern goshawk is a category two listing candidate. The goshawk is
associated with aspen, ponderosa pine, and lodgepole pine between 7,500 and
11,500 feet elevation. Migrants and winter residents are seen on all types of
coniferous forest, riparian forest, and occasionally shrublands. Goshawks
feed primarily on other birds. The northern goshawk has also been identified
by the Partners in Flight international joint venture as a neotropical migrant
worthy of attention. Your project activities should be evaluated to determine
whether impacts will occur to goshawks or their habitat. Pre-project surveys
may be necessary.

The southwestern willow flycatcher is a category two listing candidate. It is
a riparian obligate, usually found associated with Fremont cottonwood, Gooding
willow, and tamarisk along slow moving watercourses. It is entirely
insectivorous. There are no records of this species from Colorado, but it is

Page 3
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habitat types including riffles, runs, eddies, and backwaters. It feeds on
invertebrates, and spawns in early May to early August. Competition with
exotic species and/or cold water releases from reservoirs are reasons for
their disappearance from the upper Gunnison River, and could impact their
distribution elsewhere. Your project evaluation should include... For
additional information regarding this species biology and distribution in
g:gogggg, contact this office, or the Colorado River Fishery Project at 303-

We are aware that surveys were conducted for the Paradox lupine during
preparation of the biological assessment in 1990. You should contact Dr. Lucy
Jordan with this office to determine whether additional surveys are needed.

We have provided Jacob’s Engineering numerous Jetters regarding the process
required to satisfy section 7 of the Endangered Species Act; consequently, we
do not believe it is necessary to remind Jacobs’ Engineering of these
requirements in this letter. However, we do request that Jacob’s Engineering
consider alternatives to the tentative proposal to remove approximately 40
acres of cottonwood trees from the San Miguel River riparian corridor.” Even
if there is no potential impact to wintering bald eagles, riparian corridors
provide important habitat for numerous other species of wildlife.

Due to the water depletion associated with this project, it appears that
formal consultation and conferencing will be required to bring this issue to
closure under the requirements of the Endangered Species Act. We appreciate
your attention to endangered species issues, and the effort you dedicate to
the candidate species that may occur in the area. Please contact me or Bob
Leachman if there are any questions.

Sincerely,

Assistaﬁt Colorado Stale Supervisor

cc:  FWS/Ecological Services, Golden
FWS/Ecological Services, Salt Lake City
CDOW, Montrose

SLeachmen:natumtra. ltr:041993



United States Department of the Interior

FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE
Ecological Services
Western Colorado Office
764 Horizon Drive, South Annex A
N REPLY REFER TO: Grand Junction, Colorado 81506-3946
ES/CO:DOE-Naturita UMTRA
MS 65412 GJ

December 15, 1995

L.A. Woodworth, Naturita Site Manager
Department of Energy

Albuquerque operations Office

P.0. Box 5400

Albuquerque, New Mexico 87185-5400

Dear Mr. Woodworth:

This responds to your December 1, 1995, letter requesting a list of species
for the revision to the plan for uranium mill tailings remedial action near
Naturita, Colorado.

Federally Listed Species

Colorado squawfish Ptychocheilus lucius
Humpback chub Gila cypha

Razorback sucker Xyrauchen texanus

Bonytail Gila elegans

Peregrine falcon Falco peregrinus

Bald eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus
Southwestern willow flycatcher Empidonax traillii extimus
Black-footed ferret Mustela nigripes
Sclerocactus glaucus Uinta Basin hookless cactus

The Fish and Wildlife Service has redefined its 1ist of Federal candidate
species. Consequently, there are no Federal candidates occurring in the
project area.

Section 7(c) of the Endangered Species Act, as amended, requires that the
Department of Energy prepare and submit to the Service a biological assessment
to determine effects of the proposal on listed species. The biological
assessment shall be completed within 180 days after the date on which
initiated or a time mutually agreed upon between the agency and the Service.
The assessment must be completed before physical project
modification/alteration begins. If the biological assessment is not begun
within 90 days, the species 1ist above should be verified prior to initiation
of the assessment. Due to our frequent coordination with your office in the
past, we assume you are familiar with the other Endangered Species Act
consultation requirements at 50 CFR 402.
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Thank you for the opportunity to provide these comments on the revised plan.
Please contact me or Bob Leachman at the letterhead address or (970) 243-2778,
if there are any questions.

Sincerely,

Keith L. Rose
Assistant Field Supervisor, Colorado

cc:  FWS/ES, Golden
CDOW, Montrose
BLM, Montrose (Attn: Jim Ferguson)

Bleachman:DOENatrv.ltr:121595



