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Subject: Response to NOP of a DEIR for the Proposed Country Acres Solar Project

On behalf of the Placer Conservation Authority, | am providing this initial response to the
above referenced project’s CEQA Notice of Preparation.

The Placer Conservation Authority (PCA) is a Joint Exercise of Powers Agency
established under Section 6500 of the Government Code of the State of California to
jointly exercise the powers common to Placer County and the City of Lincoln. The PCA
was formed to administer and implement the Western Placer County Habitat
Conservation Plan and Natural Community Conservation Plan (HCP/NCCP) and the
Western Placer County In-Lieu Fee Program (ILF Program). The HCP/NCCP and ILF
Program provide an effective framework to protect natural resources in western Placer
County, while improving and streamlining the environmental permitting process for
Impacts on aquatic resources and on rare and sensitive species and their habitat. The
PCA expects that the HCP/NCCP and ILF Program will also enable them to achieve
certain land use planning goals and, at the same time, to provide comprehensive species,
wetlands, and ecosystem conservation and to contribute to the recovery of endangered
species in Northern California.

As such, the interests of the PCA are to ensure that activities covered by the HCP/NCCP
and ILF Program within the Plan Area, as well as those projects that are not covered but
that are developed in the Plan Area, are consistent with and do not jeopardize the ability
of the PCA to successfully implement goals and objectives of the program, including the
cost and funding of the Conservation Strategy.
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This communication is intended to provide a meaningful response related to the scope
and content of a future DEIR, including mitigation and project alternatives that should be
addressed.

Project Description

It is important to note that SMUD is not a Permittee under the HCP/NCCP. As such,
SMUD’s activities are not covered by the HCP/NCCP and the Project cannot receive
coverage under the incidental take permits or programmatic wetland permits normally
afforded to Covered Activities carried out by or under the authority of the Permittees
(Placer County, Placer County Water Agency, South Placer Regional Transportation
Authority, City of Lincoln). Any part of the Project subject to the permitting authority of
the County (e.g., grading, building, or other permits) is also precluded from receiving
coverage pursuant to HCP/NCCP Section 2.7 (Activities not Covered by this Plan).

Section 2.7 provides that utility scale solar was determined by the state and federal
regulatory and wildlife agencies to not be appropriate for coverage because of the scope
and scale of impacts to species and their habitat, including wetlands and waters. As such,
the Project cannot rely on the joint EIR/EIS prepared for the HCP/NCCP and
programmatic 401/404 permits and is required to separately notify and obtain any
applicable permits, mitigation, and authorization pursuant to the requirements of the state
and federal wildlife and regulatory agencies. Therefore, impacts, mitigation, and the
associated state and federal permitting and mitigation requirements for the Project should
be thoroughly analyzed in the DEIR.

Project Location

As described by the notice, the Project is located on approximately 1,300 acres in
unincorporated southwestern Placer County. NOP Figures 1 and 2 indicate that the
Project is located within the HCP/NCCP Plan Area predominately covered by existing
grassland, agricultural rice fields, orchards, vernal pools, drainages, and segments of the
upper Curry Creek watershed. The Project is located within the designated Planned
Future Growth Area of the HCP/NCCP. While lands designated as Planned Future
Growth Area are anticipated to be converted from natural and semi-natural land cover to
urban/suburban land uses in the future, the Project’s potential to result in the loss of
habitat and waters/wetlands covered by the HCP/NCCP should be analyzed by the DEIR,
including impacts and mitigation for the HCP/NCCP’s fourteen (14) Covered Species.

HCP/NCCP
Notwithstanding the information above, since the Project is located within the
HCP/NCCP’s Plan Area, the DEIR must address the Project’s consistency with the





HCP/NCCP, including impacts to Covered Species and their habitat including wetlands,
hydrology, habitat connectivity, stream system protection, water quality, species
movement and hazards, and mitigation consistent with the HCP/NCCP’s landscape scale
Conservation Strategy. The CEQA Statute and Appendix G of the CEQA Guidelines
require the DEIR to include an analysis of the Project’s consistency with an adopted
HCP/NCCP, or other approved local, regional, or state habitat conservation plan, and in
this case, how the Project relates to the implementation of the HCP/NCCP, including the
cost and funding of its Conservation Strategy.

Potential Environmental Effects

As noted by the NOP, the DEIR will describe the significant environmental impacts of
the Project, including Agriculture, Biological Resources, and Hydrology/Water Quality.
The DEIR should also include a detailed analysis of not only the HCP/NCCP’s fourteen
Covered Species, but also species and plants not covered by the HCP/NCCP. Of note,
the Project Location is known to provide habitat to species, including but not limited to
the following:

HCP/NCCP Covered Species:

e Swainson’s hawk
Western burrowing owl
Tricolored black bird
California black rail
Vernal Pool branchiopods
Valley elderberry longhorn beetle
Western pond turtle
Giant garter snake

Other Special Status Species with known occurrences or the potential to occur within the
Project Location:
e \Western spadefoot
Loggerhead shrike
Bat species
Dwarf downingia
Boggs lake hedge-hyssop
Sanford’s arrowhead
Other listed and non-listed species of special concern and migratory bird
species





The Project area is comprised of a significant amount of active and inactive rice fields,
vernal pool grasslands, and other natural and semi-natural lands. The rice fields include
irrigated wetlands, the vernal pool grasslands include vernal pools, seasonal wetlands,
and other waters. All of which provide habitat to listed and non-listed species, Covered
Species, and have water quality and hydrologic benefits to Curry Creek and surrounding
watersheds.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on the scope and content of the
DEIR through the NOP process. The PCA requests that notices and draft and final
documents be provided to it electronically at gamckenz@placer.ca.gov.

Sincerely,
Gregg McKenzie
Executive Director

cc:  Supervisor Robert Weygandt, Chairman
Chris Beale, Resources Law Group
Clayton Cook, PCA Counsel
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