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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This biological evaluation (BE) has been prepared as part of an effort to address the Endangered Species 

Act of 1973 (ESA) for a proposed residential development project located in Section 33, Township 5 

North, Range 5 East in Scottsdale, Maricopa County, Arizona. This BE covers approximately 43 acres for 

the Greasewood Flat project (the project).  

The objectives of this BE are to 1) describe vegetation communities in the project area; and 2) evaluate 

habitat suitability for both federally listed and special-status species. 

Seventeen federally listed species are addressed in this BE, 12 of which are listed by the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service (USFWS) as threatened or endangered and are therefore protected under the authority of 

the ESA. The remaining five species are listed by USFWS as candidate or proposed threatened; thus, they 

currently do not receive statutory protection under the ESA. 

One of the 17 species on the USFWS Maricopa County list, Sonoran desert tortoise (Gopherus morafkai) 

may occur in the project area. The project may impact Sonoran desert tortoise, but it is unlikely to lead to 

federal listing of the species or loss of population viability. The project area is clearly beyond the known 

geographic or elevational range of the remaining 16 species, or it does not contain vegetation or landscape 

features known to support these species, or both. Therefore, the proposed project will have no effect on 

these additional 16 listed species or their habitat. The lead permitting agency has the authority and final 

decision regarding what effect this project would have on any federally listed species and whether to 

require species-specific surveys for any protected species. 
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1.0  INTRODUCTION 

SWCA Environmental Consultants (SWCA) was contracted by Taylor Morrison – Arizona Division to 

complete a biological evaluation (BE) for an approximately 43-acre parcel referred to as the Greasewood 

Flat Project (the project), located on the southeast corner of intersection of North Alma School and East 

Pinnacle Vista Drive, Scottsdale, Maricopa County, Arizona (Figure 1). The project area is located in 

Section 33, Township 5 North, Range 5 East, Gila and Salt River Baseline and Meridian (Figure 2). The 

project will involve the construction of a new residential development, including new road construction 

and utilities. 

The purpose of this BE is to address the Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended (ESA) (16 United 

States Code [USC] 1531 et seq.). The scope of work for this BE included: 

 review of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) species list for Maricopa County; 

 review of the Arizona Game and Fish Department (AGFD) online occurrence records for  

special-status species near the project area; 

 results of the field reconnaissance of the property; and 

 evaluation of the potential for the species listed in this report to occur in the project area. 

2.0  METHODS 

An SWCA biologist conducted a field reconnaissance of the project area on December 10, 2013 and on 

January 13, 2014. A U.S. Geological Survey 7.5-minute quadrangle (McDowell Peak, Arizona) and maps 

provided by Taylor Morrison – Arizona Division were used for general orientation and to locate the 

project boundaries. The field reconnaissance consisted of a pedestrian survey of the project area to 

evaluate vegetation and landscape features considered important to the potential occurrence of special-

status plant and animal species. Vegetation was classified to the community level according to the map 

“Biotic Communities of the Southwest” (Brown 1994).  

2.1  Species Identification 

The USFWS maintains a list of protected species and the critical habitat that is known to occur in each 

Arizona county. These species are currently listed or are proposed for listing as endangered or threatened 

under the ESA. The list also includes candidate species proposed as threatened or endangered, species 

delisted from protection under the ESA, and species delisted from protection under the ESA but currently 

proposed for relisting. The ESA specifically prohibits the “take” of a listed species. Take is defined as “to 

harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, kill, trap, capture, or collect, or to engage in any such conduct.” 

Some bird species also receive legal protection under the federal Migratory Bird Treaty Act (16 USC 

703–712). 

Only species listed by the USFWS are afforded protection under the ESA. The special-status species 

evaluated in this BE were based on the list of endangered, threatened, proposed endangered, and 

candidate species for Maricopa County, Arizona, available at the USFWS website (USFWS 2013).  

The American peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus anatum), Arizona agave (Agave arizonica), bald eagle 

(Haliaeetus leucocephalus), and California brown pelican (Pelecanus occidentalis californicus) have 

been delisted and no longer receive protection under the ESA; thus, these four species are not addressed 

in this BE. The USFWS species list is provided in Appendix A. 
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The AGFD maintains a statewide database, the Heritage Data Management System (HDMS), which 

tracks records for federally listed species and other species of special concern. SWCA accessed HDMS 

through the Arizona Heritage Geographic Information System (AZHGIS) online environmental review 

tool to determine whether any federally proposed or designated critical habitat or special-status species 

have been documented in or near the project area (AZHGIS 2013). The search results are included in 

Appendix B.  

The potential for occurrence on the property of the species addressed in this BE was based on  

1) documented records; 2) existing information on distribution; and 3) qualitative comparisons of the 

habitat requirements of each species with vegetation communities or landscape features in the project 

area.
1
 Possible impacts to these species were evaluated based on reasonably foreseeable project-related 

activities.  

2.2  Species Evaluation 

The potential for occurrence of each species was summarized according to the categories listed below. 

Because not all species are accommodated precisely by a given category (i.e., category definitions may be 

too restrictive), an expanded rationale for each category assignment is provided. Potential for occurrence 

categories are as follows:  

 Known to occur—the species has been documented in the project area by a reliable observer.  

 May occur—the project area is within the species’ currently known range, and vegetation 

communities, soils, etc., resemble those known to be used by the species.  

 Unlikely to occur—the project area is within the species’ currently known range, but vegetation 

communities, soils, etc., do not resemble those known to be used by the species, or the project 

area is clearly outside the species’ currently known range.  

Those species listed by the USFWS were assigned to one of three categories of possible effect, following 

USFWS recommendations. The effects determinations recommended by USFWS are as follows: 

 May affect, is likely to adversely affect—the proposed project is likely to adversely affect a 

species if 1) the species occurs or may occur in the project site; and 2) any adverse effect on listed 

species may occur as a direct or indirect result of the proposed action or its interrelated or 

interdependent actions, and the effect is not discountable, insignificant, or beneficial. In the event 

that the overall effect of the proposed action is beneficial to the listed species but also is likely to 

cause some adverse effects, then the proposed action “is likely to adversely affect” the listed 

species.  

 May affect, is not likely to adversely affect—the project is not likely to adversely affect a species 

if 1) the species may occur but its presence has not been documented and/or surveys following 

approved protocol have been conducted with negative results; and/or 2) project activity effects  

on a listed species are expected to be discountable, insignificant, or completely beneficial.  

  

                                                      
1 We agree with Hall et al. (1997) that habitat is organism specific and thus not synonymous with vegetation community. 

However, we have refined their definition to read as follows: habitat is an area in which some members of a species regularly 

occur continuously or seasonally. In the field, habitat is operationally defined by the presence or absence of a species. Areas that 

appear suitable for a species but that have not been surveyed are considered possible habitat. We avoid using the term potential 

with respect to habitat because potential is defined as ‘capable of becoming but not yet in existence’; possible, on the other hand, 

is defined as ‘of uncertain likelihood’. We also avoid using the terms “unoccupied habitat” or “suitable, but unoccupied habitat,” 

which represent a contradiction in terms. 
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Beneficial effects are contemporaneous positive effects without any adverse effects on the 

species. Insignificant effects relate to the size of the impact and should never reach the scale 

where take occurs. Discountable effects are those extremely unlikely to occur. Based on best 

judgment, a person would not 1) be able to meaningfully measure, detect, or evaluate 

insignificant effects; or 2) expect discountable effects to occur.  

 No effect—the project will have no effect on a species if 1) it has no likelihood of effect on  

a listed species or its designated critical habitat (including effects that may be beneficial, 

insignificant, or discountable); or 2) the species’ habitat does not occur in the project site.  

Because species not listed as threatened or endangered are not protected under the authority of the ESA, 

impact determinations for these species do not follow the above USFWS recommendations. Instead, the 

impact determinations for any species listed as candidate or proposed endangered and not protected under 

the ESA are as follows: 

 No impact—the project would have no impact on a species if 1) the species is considered unlikely 

to occur (range, vegetation, etc., are inappropriate); and 2) the species or its sign was not 

observed during surveys of the project area. 

 Beneficial impact—the project is likely to benefit the species, whether it is currently present  

or not, by creating or enhancing habitat elements known to be used by the species. 

 May impact individuals but is not likely to result in a trend toward federal listing or loss of 

viability—the project is not likely to adversely impact a species if 1) the species may occur but  

its presence has not been documented; and 2) project activities would not result in disturbance  

to areas or habitat elements known to be used by the species. 

 May impact individuals and is likely to result in a trend toward federal listing or loss of 

viability—the project is likely to adversely impact a species if 1) the species is known to occur  

in the project area; and 2) project activities would disturb areas or habitat elements known to be 

used by the species, or would directly affect an individual. 

3.0  RESULTS 

3.1  Ecological Overview  

The project area is located in the Arizona Upland subdivision of the Sonoran Desertscrub biome (Brown 

1994), at an elevation of approximately 2,520 to 2,600 feet above mean sea level (amsl). The project area 

is surrounded by low-density residential and commercial development and open desert. The project area 

consists of buildings intermixed with native vegetation. There are several dirt roads throughout the project 

area. Several washes that support xeroriparian vegetation run from north to south through the project area. 

The project site is surrounded by low- to high-density housing. 

No agaves (Agave spp.), aquatic habitats (including stock ponds), or suitable bat roost sites (e.g., natural 

caves or mine features) occur in the project area. Scattered saguaros (Carnegiea gigantea) and 

cottonwoods (Populus spp.) were observed within the project area.  

3.2  Vegetation 

The dominant native vegetation observed within the project area was creosote bush (Larrea tridentata 

var. tridentata), yellow paloverde (Parkinsonia microphylla), and blue paloverde (P. florida). Other less 

dominant, but native vegetation observed within the project area include Coues’ cassia (Senna covesii), 

desert broom (Baccharis sarothroides), desert-thorn (Lycium sp.), Engelmann’s hedgehog cactus 
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(Echinocereus engelmannii), flatcrown buckwheat (Eriogonum deflexum var. deflexum), Fremont 

cottonwood (Populus fremontii), ocotillo (Fouquieria splendens),  purple threeawn (Aristida purpurea), 

saguaro (Carnegiea gigantea),  goldeneye (Viguiera sp.), small whitemargin sandmat (Chamaesyce 

albomarginata), small wirelettuce (Stephanomeria exigua), turpentine bush (Ericameria laricifolia), 

velvet mesquite (Prosopis velutina), and smoketree (Psorothamnus spinosus). Additional non-native 

species observed within the project area include London rocket (Sisymbrium irio), Mediterranean grass 

(Schismus sp.), saltcedar (Tamarix sp.), and prickly lettuce (Lactuca serriola).  

3.3  Species Evaluation 

One of the 17 species listed for Maricopa County by the USFWS, Sonoran desert tortoise (Gopherus 

morafkai) is likely to occur in the project area. For the remaining 16 species, the project area is clearly 

beyond the known geographic or elevational of these species, or it does not contain vegetation or 

landscape features known to support these species, or both. Habitat requirements, potential for 

occurrence, and possible effects of the project on these 17 species are summarized in Table 1. 

According to AZHGIS, the project area does not occur in or near any federally proposed or designated 

critical habitat. However, there are records of one special status species, Sonoran desert tortoise, 

occurring within 3 miles of the project area (AZHGIS 2013).  

Table 1. Federally Listed Species Potentially Occurring in Maricopa County, Arizona 

Range or habitat information is from HDMS (2013); USFWS Arizona Ecological Services Field Office (USFWS 2013); Arizona Rare Plant Field Guide 
(Arizona Rare Plant Committee n.d.); and Corman and Wise-Gervais (2005). 

Common Name 
(Species Name) 

Status* Range or Habitat Requirements 
Potential for Occurrence  
in Project Area 

Determination 
of Effect 

Acuña cactus 
(Echinomastus 
erectocentrus var. 
acunensis) 

USFWS 
E 

This cactus occurs in disjunct populations 
across southern Arizona on well-drained 
gravel ridges and knolls on granite-derived 
soils. It grows in the Arizona Upland 
subdivision of the Sonoran desertscrub plant 
association at elevations between 1,198 and 
2,789 feet amsl. This species occurs in 
Maricopa, Pima, and Pinal Counties. 

Unlikely to occur. There are 
no gravel ridges or knolls with 
granite-derived soils, and the 
site is highly disturbed.  

No effect. 

Arizona cliffrose  
(Purshia subintegra) 

USFWS 
E 

Found in rolling limestone hills in Sonoran 
desertscrub, usually on white Tertiary 
limestone lakebed deposits high in lithium, 
nitrates, and magnesium at elevations 
between 2,500 and 4,000 feet amsl. All four 
localities of this species are in central Arizona 
below the Mogollon Rim and include Burro 
Creek drainage (Mohave County); Horseshoe 
Lake (Maricopa County); Verde Valley 
(Yavapai County); and the San Carlos Indian 
Reservation (Graham County).  

Unlikely to occur. There are 
no rolling limestone hills in 
the project area, and the site 
is highly disturbed. The 
project area is also below the 
known elevational range of 
this species. 

No effect. 

California least tern  
(Sterna antillarum 
browni) 

USFWS 
E 

Forms nesting colonies on barren to sparsely 
vegetated areas. Nests in shallow depressions 
on open sandy beaches, sandbars, gravel 
pits, or exposed flats along shorelines of 
inland rivers, lakes, reservoirs, and drainage 
systems. Found in Maricopa, Mohave, and 
Pima Counties. 

Unlikely to occur. There are 
no aquatic areas with suitable 
nesting sites in the project 
area. This species is only  
an occasional migrant to 
Maricopa County. 

No effect. 

Desert pupfish 
(Cyprinodon 
macularius) 

USFWS 
E 

Found in shallow waters of desert springs, 
small streams, and marshes at elevations 
below 5,000 feet amsl. One natural population 
still occurs in Quitobaquito Spring and 
Quitobaquito Pond in Pima County, and 
reintroductions have been made in Pima, 
Pinal, Maricopa, Graham, Cochise, La Paz, 
and Yavapai Counties.  

Unlikely to occur. There are 
no permanent water sources 
suitable for this species in the 
project area. 

No effect. 
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Table 1. Federally Listed Species Potentially Occurring in Maricopa County, Arizona (Continued) 

Range or habitat information is from HDMS (2013); USFWS Arizona Ecological Services Field Office (USFWS 2013); Arizona Rare Plant Field Guide 
(Arizona Rare Plant Committee n.d.); and Corman and Wise-Gervais (2005). 

Common Name 
(Species Name) 

Status* Range or Habitat Requirements 
Potential for Occurrence  
in Project Area 

Determination 
of Effect 

Sonoran desert 
tortoise  
(Gopherus morafkai) 

USFWS 
C 

Occurs on primarily rocky, and often steep, 
hillsides and bajadas of Mohave and Sonoran 
desertscrub, typically at elevations below 
7,800 feet amsl. May occur, but is less likely to 
occur, in desert grassland, juniper woodland, 
and interior chaparral habitats and even pine 
communities. 

May occur. Suitable habitat 
for this species is located 
within the project area. In 
addition, AZHGIS (2013) 
records document this 
species to occur within 3 
miles of the project area. 

This project 
may affect this 
species but the 
level of effect is 
unknown; thus, 
further analysis 
may be 
warranted. If 
tortoises are 
encountered 
during 
construction of 
the project, the 
AGFD Tortoise 
Handling 
Guidelines 
should be 
followed 
(Appendix C). 

Gila topminnow  
(Poeciliopsis 
occidentalis 
occidentalis) 

USFWS 
E 

Occurs in small streams, springs, and 
cienegas at elevations below 4,500 feet amsl, 
primarily in shallow areas with aquatic 
vegetation and debris for cover. In Arizona, 
most of the remaining native populations are 
in the Santa Cruz River system. 

Unlikely to occur. There are 
no permanent water sources 
suitable for this species in the 
project area. 

No effect. 

Lesser long-nosed 
bat  
(Leptonycteris 
curasoae 
yerbabuenae) 

USFWS 
E 

Found in southern Arizona from the Picacho 
Mountains southwesterly to the Agua Dulce 
Mountains and southeasterly to the Galiuro 
and Chiricahua Mountains at elevations 
between 1,600 and 11,500 feet amsl. Roosts 
in caves, abandoned mines, and unoccupied 
buildings at the base of mountains where 
agave, saguaro, and organ pipe cacti 
(Stenocereus thurberi) are present. Forages at 
night on nectar, pollen, and fruit of paniculate 
agaves and columnar cacti. The foraging 
radius may be 30 to 60 miles per night or 
more. 

Unlikely to occur. Although 
there is suitable foraging 
habitat within the project area 
and potential roosting habitat 
within the vicinity of the 
project area, the project area 
is outside the known 
distribution range for this 
species. 

No effect. 

Mexican spotted owl  
(Strix occidentalis 
lucida) 

USFWS 
T 

Found in mature montane forests and 
woodlands and steep, shady, wooded 
canyons. Can also be found in mixed-conifer 
and pine-oak vegetation types. Generally 
nests in older forests of mixed conifers or 
ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa)–Gambel 
oak (Quercus gambelii). Nests in live trees on 
natural platforms (e.g., dwarf mistletoe 
[Arceuthobium spp.] brooms), snags, and 
canyon walls at elevations between  
4,100 and 9,000 feet amsl. 

Unlikely to occur. There are 
no montane forests or shady, 
wooded canyons in the 
project area. The project area 
is also well below the known 
elevational range of this 
species. 

No effect. 

Razorback sucker  
(Xyrauchen texanus) 

USFWS 
E 

Found in backwaters, flooded bottomlands, 
pools, side channels, and other slower-moving 
habitats at elevations below 6,000 feet amsl. 
In Arizona, populations are restricted to Lakes 
Mohave and Mead and the lower Colorado 
River below Havasu in the Lower Basin. In the 
Upper Basin, small remnant populations are 
found in the Green, Yampa, and main stem 
Colorado Rivers. 

Unlikely to occur. There are 
no permanent water sources 
suitable for this species in the 
project area. 

No effect. 
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Table 1. Federally Listed Species Potentially Occurring in Maricopa County, Arizona (Continued) 

Range or habitat information is from HDMS (2013); USFWS Arizona Ecological Services Field Office (USFWS 2013); Arizona Rare Plant Field Guide 
(Arizona Rare Plant Committee n.d.); and Corman and Wise-Gervais (2005). 

Common Name 
(Species Name) 

Status* Range or Habitat Requirements 
Potential for Occurrence  
in Project Area 

Determination 
of Effect 

Roundtail chub  
(Gila robusta) 

USFWS 
C 

Found in cool to warm water, mid-elevation 
streams and rivers with pools adjacent to 
swifter riffles and runs. In Arizona, this fish 
occurs at elevations between 1,210 and  
7,220 feet amsl in two tributaries of the Little 
Colorado River, several tributaries of the Bill 
Williams River basin, the Salt River and four  
of its tributaries, the Verde River and five of its 
tributaries, Aravaipa Creek, and Eagle Creek. 

Unlikely to occur. There are 
no permanent water sources 
suitable for this species in the 
project area. 

No impact. 

Sonoran pronghorn  
(Antilocapra 
americana 
sonoriensis) 

USFWS 
E 

Found in Sonoran desertscrub within broad, 
intermountain alluvial valleys with creosote 
(Larrea tridentata)–bursage (Ambrosia spp.) 
and palo verde (Parkinsonia spp.)–mixed cacti 
associations at elevations between 2,000 and 
4,000 feet amsl. The only extant U.S. 
population is in southwestern Arizona. 

Unlikely to occur. The project 
area is over 80 miles 
northwest of the known range 
of this species. In addition, 
the elevation of the project 
area is below the known 
range of this species. 

No effect. 

Southwestern willow 
flycatcher  
(Empidonax traillii 
extimus) 

USFWS 
E 

Found in dense riparian habitats along 
streams, rivers, and other wetlands where 
cottonwood, willow, boxelder (Acer negundo), 
saltcedar (Tamarix spp.), Russian olive 
(Elaeagnus angustifolia), buttonbush 
(Cephalanthus spp.), and arrowweed (Pluchea 
sericea) are present. Nests are found in 
thickets of trees and shrubs, primarily those 
that are 13 to 23 feet tall, among dense, 
homogeneous foliage. Habitat occurs at 
elevations below 8,500 feet amsl. 

Unlikely to occur. There is no 
dense riparian vegetation and 
no perennial water sources in 
the project area. 

No effect. 

Sprague’s pipit 
(Anthus spragueii) 

USFWS 
C 

Winters mainly in San Rafael, Sonoita, and 
Sulphur Springs grasslands in southeastern 
Arizona. A few individuals have also been 
found wintering in grassy (sometimes mixed 
with alfalfa) fields along the lower Colorado 
River from north of Yuma to Parker and grass 
and alfalfa fields near Phoenix and Sierra 
Vista. Arrives on wintering grounds by mid-
October and is usually gone by early April. 

Unlikely to occur. There are 
no grassy fields within the 
project area. 

No impact. 

Tucson shovel-nosed 
snake  
(Chionactis 
occipitalis klauberi) 

USFWS 
C 

This snake is typically observed in creosote-
mesquite (Prosopis spp.) floodplain habitats  
in soft, sandy loam soils at elevations between 
785 and 1,662 feet amsl in Pima, western 
Pinal, and eastern Maricopa Counties. 

Unlikely to occur. There are 
no creosote-mesquite 
floodplain habitats in the 
project area. In addition, the 
project site is well above the 
known elevation range for this 
species. 

No impact. 

Woundfin  
(Plagopterus 
argentissimus) 

USFWS 
E 

Found in shallow, warm, turbid, fast-flowing 
rivers at elevations below 4,500 feet amsl. 
Extirpated from almost all of its historical 
range except the main stem Virgin River from 
Pah Tempe Springs to Lake Mead in 
northwestern Arizona. In Arizona, critical 
habitat accounts for approximately 31.6 miles 
of the main stem Virgin River and its 100-year 
floodplain in Mohave County. Experimental, 
nonessential designation in portions of the 
Verde, Gila, San Francisco, and Hassayampa 
Rivers and Tonto Creek. 

Unlikely to occur. There are 
no permanent water sources 
suitable for this species in the 
project area. 

No effect. 
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Table 1. Federally Listed Species Potentially Occurring in Maricopa County, Arizona (Continued) 

Range or habitat information is from HDMS (2013); USFWS Arizona Ecological Services Field Office (USFWS 2013); Arizona Rare Plant Field Guide 
(Arizona Rare Plant Committee n.d.); and Corman and Wise-Gervais (2005). 

Common Name 
(Species Name) 

Status* Range or Habitat Requirements 
Potential for Occurrence  
in Project Area 

Determination 
of Effect 

Yellow-billed cuckoo  
(Coccyzus 
americanus) 

USFWS 
PT 

Typically found in riparian woodland 
vegetation (cottonwood, willow, or saltcedar) 
at elevations below 6,600 feet amsl. Dense 
understory foliage appears to be an important 
factor in nest site selection. The highest 
concentrations in Arizona are along the Agua 
Fria, San Pedro, upper Santa Cruz, and Verde 
River drainages and Cienega and Sonoita 
Creeks.  

Unlikely to occur. Although 
there are cottonwoods 
present within the project 
area, these trees were 
planted as patio cover for the 
Greasewood Flats restaurant. 
There is no naturally 
occurring riparian woodland 
vegetation or perennial water 
sources within the project 
area. 

No impact. 

Yuma clapper rail  
(Rallus longirostris 
yumanensis) 

USFWS 
E 

In Arizona, found at elevations below 4,500 
feet amsl in freshwater marshes, which are 
often dominated by cattails (Typha spp.), 
bulrushes (Isolepis spp.), and sedges (Carex 
spp.). The range includes the Colorado River 
from Lake Mead to Mexico; the Gila and Salt 
Rivers upstream to the area of the Verde 
confluence; Picacho Reservoir; and the Tonto 
Creek arm of Roosevelt Lake. This species 
may be expanding into other suitable marsh 
habitats in western and central Arizona. 

Unlikely to occur. There are 
no freshwater marshes in the 
project area. 

No effect. 

* USFWS Status Definitions 

C = Candidate. Candidate species are those for which USFWS has sufficient information on biological vulnerability and threats to support proposals 
to list as endangered or threatened under the ESA. However, proposed rules have not yet been issued because such actions are precluded at 
present by other listing activity. 

E = Endangered. Endangered species are those in imminent jeopardy of extinction. The ESA specifically prohibits the take of a species listed as 
endangered. Take is defined by the ESA as to harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, kill, trap, capture, or collect, or to engage in any such 
conduct. 

PE = Proposed Endangered. Proposed endangered species are those that are not currently federally protected under the ESA but are eligible  
to be listed as endangered under the ESA. 

T = Threatened. Threatened species are those in imminent jeopardy of becoming endangered. The ESA prohibits the take of a species listed as 
threatened under Section 4d of the ESA. Take is defined by the ESA as to harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, kill, trap, capture, or collect,  
or to engage in any such conduct. 

PT = Proposed Threatened. Proposed threatened species are those that are not currently federally protected under the ESA but are eligible  
to be listed as threatened under the ESA. 

 

3.3.1 Sonoran Desert Tortoise (Gopherus morafkai) 

HABITAT AND RANGE REQUIREMENTS 

The Sonoran desert tortoise primarily occurs on rocky slopes and bajadas of Mojave and Sonoran 

desertscrub. In the Lower Colorado River Valley subdivision, caliche caves in cut banks of washes are 

also used for shelter sites. Shelter sites are rarely found in shallow soils. The Sonoran population occurs at 

elevations ranging from 510 feet to 5,300 feet amsl in Sonoran desertscrub, semidesert grassland, and 

interior chaparral communities. The Sonoran desert tortoise forage includes: annuals, grasses, herbaceous 

perennials, trees and shrubs, subshrubs/woody vines, and succulents (AGFD 2010). 

HABITAT EVALUATION AND SUITABILITY 

There is suitable habitat, including forage, for the Sonoran desert tortoise within the project area. 

Furthermore, this species is known to occur within 3 miles of the project area. Therefore, the Sonoran 

desert tortoise may occur within the project area. While no species-specific surveys were conducted for 
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this evaluation, no Sonoran desert tortoise or tortoise sign was observed within the project area during the 

limited field visit conducted for this evaluation. 

DETERMINATION OF IMPACT 

The Sonoran desert tortoise is listed by the USFWS as a candidate species; thus, this species does not 

receive statutory protection under the ESA. However, this species is protected under Arizona State law. 

Therefore, if a tortoise is encountered during construction activities, it cannot be harmed and must be 

moved; the guidelines for handling desert tortoises must be followed by qualified and permitted personnel 

(see Appendix C). If these guidelines are followed, the project may impact individuals through loss of 

habitat, but it is unlikely to lead to federal listing of the species or loss of population viability. 

4.0  LIMITATIONS AND WARRANTY 

Within the limitations of schedule, budget, and scope of work, SWCA warrants that this study was 

conducted in accordance with accepted environmental science practices, including the technical 

guidelines, evaluation criteria, and species’ listing status in effect at the time this evaluation was 

performed, as outlined in the species evaluation.  

The results and conclusions of this report represent the best professional judgment of SWCA scientists 

and are based on information provided by the project proponent and on information obtained from 

agencies and other sources during the course of the study. No other warranty, expressed or implied, is 

made. This report should be reviewed by the appropriate regulatory agencies prior to any detailed site-

planning or construction activities.  
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