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Protecting endangered species and wild places through science, policy, education, and environmental law.

November 25, 2003

Cdifornia Fish and Game Commission
1416 Ninth Street
Sacramento, CA 95814

On December 4, 2003, the Cdifornia Fish and Game Commisson will make a determination
on whether to accept the petition to ligt the western burrowing owl under the Cdifornia Endangered
Species Act (“CESA”).  In October 2003 the Cdifornia Department of Fish and Game (“DFG”)
forwarded a review of the liging petition recommending that the Commisson not accept the petition.
This letter addresses some issues the Commisson should consder in making your determingtion.  We
have atached new information avalable dnce the submisson of the liging petition and publication of
the DFG petition evauaion, including recent research presented at the Cdifornia Burrowing Owil
Symposium, held November 11-12, 2003 in Sacramento and sponsored by the Western Section of the
Wildlife Society. We adso address inaccuracies and incorrect status information contained in the DFG
evauation.

The Commisson is charged with determining whether the petition, together with the DFG's
written report and comments and testimony received, present sufficient information to indicate that
liging of the species “may be warranted” (Fish and Game Code 82074.2). A Cdifornia Appdlate
Court has interpreted this standard as the amount of information sufficient to “lead a reasonable person
to conclude there is a subgstantid possbility the requested listing could occur.”  (Natural Resources
Defense Council v. California Fish and Game Comm. 28 Cal.App.4th at 1125, 1129.) If the petition,
together with the DFG’s report and comments received, indicates that listing “may be warranted” then
the Commisson must accept the petition and designate the species as a “candidate species’ (Fish and
Game Code §2074.2).

The information contained in the liging petition and this letter far exceeds the “may be
warranted” threshold. Of particular relevance is the CESA definition of an endangered species. a
netive species which is in serious danger of becoming extinct throughout dl, or a significant portion, of
its range” (Fish and Game Code §2062); and of a threatened species, a species that athough not
presently threstened with extinction, is likely to become an endangered species in the foreseegble
future in the absence of the specid protection and management efforts required by CESA (Fish and
Game Code 82067). The listing petition, subsequent comments to DFG, and recent regiond datus
reports a the Cdifornia Burrowing Owl Symposum indicate that the western burrowing owl is in
serious danger of becoming extinct in the foreseesble future throughout a sgnificant portion of its
range in Cdifornia. The DFG report fals to even address the issue of whether the owl is endangered
or threatened throughout a sgnificant portion of its range, and rather only consdered the question of
the overd| sze and stability of the state’'s owl population.
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The liging petition provides evidence that the burrowing owl has been in continuous decline
throughout the date since at least the 1940s. The DFG report acknowledges that the best available
science on owl population trends throughout the mgority of the owl’s range indicates a 60% decline of
the known breeding groups in little over a decade, and that breeding awls have been extirpated or are
on the verge of extirpation from 15 counties. The DFG report acknowledges that the best available
stience indicates Cdifornids owl population declined throughout the mgority of its breeding range a
an annud rate in abundance of 4-7% from the early 1980s through the early 1990s.  All avalable
evidence from the petition, subsequent comments, and satus reports at the Burrowing Owl Symposum
indicate that this declining trend gppears to be continuing in most aress of the state. The DFG report
acknowledges that the mgority of Cdifornia’s breeding owl population is concentrated in a very smal
portion of the state representing less than 2% of its habitat range.

Of 51 Cdifornia counties within the range of the burrowing owl, breeding owls have been
extirpated or very nearly extirpated (only 1 or 2 to a dozen or so pairs remaining) from 15 counties
(@mogt 30% of counties) and continue to decline in a leest 30 other counties (60% of counties).
Breading owls have been extirpated or very nearly extirpated from roughly 22% of ther former
geographicd range in the date and are declining in an edimated additiond 50% of ther former
geographica range (see Appendix A).  Appendix A includes a map and tables depicting the
distribution and population trend of breeding owls in Cdifornia, by county (please note that the map
does not include dl population declines documented in the Centrd Valey, as discussed below). We
submit that dl avalable evidence shows the burrowing ow is in serious danger of becoming extinct
throughout a sgnificant portion of itsrange in Cdifornia

The liding petition followed 14 years of owl conservation efforts by the Cdifornia Burrowing
Owl Consortium (“CBOC”) and others, including atempts to engege the date of Cdifornia in
measures to avoid liging: from 1995-1998 the CBOC appealed to The Resources Agency and DFG for
conddent daewide planning; the CBOC was involved in legidation initisted by the Cdifornia
Audubon Society to fund a San Francisco Bay burrowing owl conservetion drategy, which
unfortunatedy was vetoed in 1999; and the CBOC dso encouraged regiond planning efforts in the
southern S. F. Bay that were rgjected by municipdities. Fourteen years of efforts have resulted in only
one city adopting a burrowing owl habitat conservation measure, a citywide owl plan approved this
year in Morgan Hill - adrop in the bucket measured againg catastrophic regional population declines.

Severd of the petitioners met with former DFG Director Robert Hight and his staff in October
to discuss the ligting petition and outline what we believed were the reevant issues before the DFG as
they conducted their evauation of the petition. It was obvious from this meeting and it is dso evident
from the DFG report that there is concern about the impact on agriculturd interests of liting the owl.
We discussed with DFG the agpparent coexistence of high dendties of burrowing owls with exising
agriculturd practices, pointed out that it is not our intent to burden agricultura operations that maintain
high concentrations of owls, and noted that CESA contains an agriculturd exemption. Cdifornia Fish
and Game Code 82087(a) alows for “accidental take of candidate, threastened, or endangered species
resulting from acts that occur on a fam or a ranch in the course of otherwise lawful routine and
ongoing agriculturd activities”

A few issues rased in the DFG report are worth highlighting. The DFG report improperly
concludes from recent banding records of only one or two owls that there is sgnificant population
connectivity between owl populations in the Carrizo Plain, southern Bay Area, and Lemoore in the
Centrd Vdley. The DFG review makes an enormous assumption based on a couple of exceptiona
banding records of burrowing owl movements in implying there is more regular exchange of



individuas between populations.  The implication in the DFG report is tha owls from large
populations in the southern Centrd Valey and Imperid Vdley can successfully emigrate and augment
declining populations in other areas of the state. Most owl researchers agree that while owls are
capable of dispersang long distances, these couple of instances are anomdies and indeed the mgority
of the data on banded owls would lead to the opposite conclusion: that owls do not generaly disperse
sgnificant digtances, that owls have a srong fiddity to their nad area, and that there is not much
population connectivity. Harman and Barclay (2003) andyzed al known records from 1955-2001 of
burrowing owls banded or encountered in California, as reported to the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Bird Banding Laboratory. Not one of these 4,553 records showed owls moving between regiond
populations in Cdifornia Harman and Barclay 2003).! Again, most owl researchers would support the
petition’s concluson that owls from dense populations such as the Imperid Vdley cannot be counted
on to augment declining populations in the mgority of the Sate.

The DFG report repeats an unfounded clam, citing USFWS (2003) that the recent range
contraction of breeding owls adong the Cdifornia coast has occurred in areas tha mantained few
burrowing owls higoricaly. This is in direct contradiction to information in the petition and this letter
showing breeding owls were higoricaly abundant in southwestern Cdlifornia (such as Los Angdes,
Orange, and San Diego Counties), where breeding owls are now al but extirpated, and in portions of
the greater S. F. Bay Area (such as southwestern Slano, portions of Alameda, eastern Contra Costa,
Santa Clara, and Santa Cruz Counties), where breeding owls are declining severdy and trending
toward extirpation (Bloom et d. 2003; Townsend and Lenihan 2003).

There is consensus among burrowing owl researchers that the reported “ggnificant incresses’
(USFWS 2003) in relative abundance of breeding owls in Cdifornia from 1966-2001 based on
USFWS Breeding Bird Surveys (BBS) (Sauer et d. 2002) do not accurately reflect the true population
trend of the species satewide in Cdifornia. The DFG report concurs, noting that the value of the BBS
data set (Sauer et d. 2002) in assessing burrowing owl statusin Cdifornia“is questionable.”

The DFG report concludes that the population trend is unknown for owls in the Centrd Valey.
However, there is compdling evidence for dgnificant owl declines in portions of the northern and
middle Centrd Vdley. The DFG report misstates Sze edimates or assumes owl population sze
estimates for severd areas that are higher than experts on owl populations in these aress indicate. The
DFG report emphasizes that burrowing owls can be difficult to detect, suggesting that additiona
ggnificant owl populaions tha ae currently unknown may be found. Although burrowing owls can
be difficult to detect, the statewide status assessment (DeSante and Ruhlen 1995; DeSante et d. 1996)
was designed to maximize detection and it focused specificaly on burrowing owls® The difficulty of
detection is an argument in support of giving the burrowing owl candidate status, so that a atus
review can be conducted, perhaps repeating the Statewide survey and status methodology in dl or some
areas. Findly, information presented a the Burrowing Owl Symposum indicates that breeding owls
have been recently confirmed diminated from a number of areas in southwestern Cdifornia where
previoudy they were thought to be near extirpation but dill persst in smal numbers.

! Sixty-two % of burrowing owls banded in Cdiforniathat have been subsequently encountered were found in the same area (i.e.

the same 10’ latitude-longitude block) where they were banded (Harman and Barclay 2003). Only 2 owls banded in California have been
reported encountered outside the state and only 4 owls banded elsewhere have been encountered in California (Harman and Barclay

2003).

2 The DFG report concludes that the BBS statewide trend data was skewed by inclusion of 3 survey routesin Imperial County

that consistently have very high numbers of owl observations, while the majority of the routes have very low observation numbers.
3 An unavoidable shortcoming of its approach was that it derived population changes by comparisons with available and mostly
anecdotal data.



The DFG report presents no evidence that existing regulatory mechanisms are sufficient to halt
ongoing owl population declines.  The petition and subsequent comments thoroughly discuss the
inadequacy of federd, dtate, and local regulaiory mechanism that could theoreticadly provide protection
to the species and obviate the reed for lising. The severe ongoing declines documented in the petition
and in daus reports presented a the Burrowing Owl Symposum ae de facto evidence of this

inadequecy .

The DFG report clams that there is no need for concern over the status of burowing owls in
Cdifornia, as there has merdy been a “shift” in owl population densty, with high concentrations of
owls now occurring in a few agriculturd aess. It should be pointed out that it is only through
fortunate coincidence, not through careful or intentiond management, that owls thrive in the margins
of agriculturd lands where burrows are tolerated and ground squirrds are not heavily persecuted;
changes in land use or water conveyance could rapidly eiminate suitable owl habitat in these areas.
DFG's euphemidic definition of a “shift” glosses over the documented dSgnificant contraction in
breeding range Saewide (see Appendix A) and the predictable extinction of breeding owls from the
vas mgority of ther higorical range in Cdifornia if protective measures are not enacted. Accepting
extirpation of owls throughout a sgnificant portion of their range as long as large populations perdst
only in a few agriculturd areas does not fulfill the Commisson’s charge under CESA to “conserve,
protect, restore, and enhance’ (Cdifornia Fish and Game Code 82052) a species which is clearly
endangered or threstened throughout a “sgnificant portion of its range’ (Cdifornia Fish and Game
Code §2062).

In recommending that the Fish and Game Commission not accept the liing petition for the
burrowing owl, the Department of Fish and Game faled to address whether the owl is endangered or
threatened throughout a significant portion of its range, which is the crux of the issue before you now.
We urge he Fish and Game Commission to accept the lising petition and designate the burrowing owl
as a candidate species so that a comprehensive status review of the species can be conducted.

Sincerdy,

Jeff Miller
Center for Biologicd Diversty

cc: Department of Fish and Game, Habitat Conservation Planning Branch



Additional information

Bdow is additiond information on the status and population trends of breeding owls that was
not presented in the listing petition.

Northern Coagtd Cdifornia

The DFG report dismisses potentid historical occurrence of owls in Humboldt County due to a
personal  communication that burrowing owls in the Wilder collection a HSU are poorly cataogued.
The information provided in the petition did not redy upon the Wilder collection. It relied upon the
persona observations of Wilder reported in the literature of an owl regularly near its burrow for a year
or two between Carlotta and Alton as written by Wilder (1916). It aso referenced a breeding season
owl observation (April 1943) in the North Fork Edl River watershed as reported by the United States
Department of Agriculture and United States Department of the Interior (1996).

Northern Desert Range

The liging petition reported an estimated 90 to 149 pairs of owls within suitable owl habitat in
northeastern Cdifornia (Barclay and Cull 1999). The Depatment of Fish and Game recently revised
this estimate to 60-245 pairs within the Modoc Pateau and Grest Basin portions of Lassen, Modoc,
Plumas, Sera, and Siskiyou Counties (Hall 2003), but acknowledged that this estimate is “probably
on the high sde’ (F. Hall, pers. comm., 2003). A copy of Hal (2003) is attached. In his presentation
a the recent Burrowing Owl Symposum, Hall sad he consdered the burrowing owl to be a “trace”
speciesin northeastern Cdifornia.

Centrd Valley

The DFG report says the owl population trend for the Centra Vadley is unknown. However,
the petition discusses documented declines in eastern Alameda County in the 1970s (page 24),
locdlized declines in the Stockton area (page 25), severe historica declines and further declines in the
1970s in the Fresno area (page 28), and declines reported in the 1980s in Tulare County (page 29).
The petition aso discusses (page 54 and Appendix 3) “particularly heavy” recent dedines in numbers
of breeding groups of owls in the Centra Vadley as reported by DeSante et d. (1996). As discussed
below, there is drong additiona evidence for dgnificant declines in portions of the northern and
middle Centrd Valey. The DFG report theorizes that converson of wetlands may have actudly
increased burrowing owl habitat in the Centrd Valey. Although this might have occurred during the
short term in some aress, long-term creation of habitat is contradicted by the estimate (Johnson 2003)
of a 31% loss of the higorica burrowing owl habitat in the southern Sacramento Valey by 2000, as
discussed below.

Northern and Middle Centra Valey

The DFG report concludes that the petition fals to document owl declines in the Sacramento
Vdley. However, there is additiond evidence burrowing owls have dramaticdly declined in the
southern Sacramento Valey (Colusa, Sutter, Solano, Yolo, and Sacramento Counties and portions of
Yuba and Placer Counties) since at least the 1950s (Johnson 2003). The Ingtitute for Bird Populations
surveys (DeSante and Ruhlen 1995; DeSante et a. 1996) produced the best scientific data on declines
in the Centrd Valley, documenting the disappearance of 17 of 44, or 39%, of known breeding groups
of owls in the southern Sacramento Vadley in one decade. North America Breeding Bird Survey data



from 1968-2001, from 6 BBS survey routes in the Secramento Vadley, dso show a srong declining
trend (Sauer et a. 2002, as per Johnson 2003). Location data compiled from the Cdifornia Naturd
Diversty Database (“CNDDB”) and the Inditute for Bird Populations statewide census (unpublished
information, 1995) together comprise 416 known past burrowing owl occurrences that show the owl
was hidoricdly widdy digributed throughout the southern Sacramento Valey (Johnson 2003).
Johnson (2003) estimated that by the year 2000, 31% of the historicd burrowing owl didribution in the
southern Sacramento Valey had been permanently lost to development or converson to permanent
agriculture that is not suitable habitat for owls (such as vineyards, orchards, and flooded agriculture).
Although there are more than 108,000 acres of federd wildlife refuges, sate wildlife areas, and date
ecological reserves in the southern Sacramento Valley, most of these areas are focused on managing
habitat for wetland species and the mgority of the known owl occurrences are outside of these areas
(Johnson 2003). Some portion of an additiona 67,000 acres of open space that accidentally serves as
wildlife habitat (such as military bases, arports, and campuses) supported owls in past decades
(Johnson 2003), but the extent to which they do today is diminished.

Sacramento County

A large owl colony a Sacramento State University containing 45-50 active burrows in 1963
had only 2 pars remaining by 1979 (Anderson 1979) and is now likdy extirpated (B. Johnson, pers.
comm., 2003). Owl numbers in Sacramento Regiond Water Treatment Plant Bufferlands that are
managed for wetlands and are used as a habitat mitigation area declined from 12+ pairs in the 1990s to
only 1 pair that did not successfully breed in 2003 (R. Jones, pers. comm., 2003). The wintering
population &8 SRWTPB has aso declined over the past 5 years (R. Jones, pers. comm., 2003). At
Consumnes River College there were 10-12 pairs in the early 1980s — this population was down to 1
pair by 2003 (B. Johnson, pers. comm., 2003). A formerly large population a Sacramento Executive
Airport had owls in dengties of 20-30 pargdmile dong levees (Anderson 1979). The owl colony there
is dgnificantly smdler today (B. Johnson, pers. comm., 2003). The DFG report asserts that the
petition does not include some owls on the southern fringe of Sacramento. The petition (page 22 and
footnote 33) does discuss these observations, as reported in the CNDDB.

Y olo County

The DFG report refers to an “undocumented estimate’ for Yolo County from 1985. This
estimate of 70 to 80 pairs in 1985 was not undocumented. It was made for an environmental impact
report based on known owl observations and breeding locations by Brenda Johnson, an ecologist who
conducted her Ph.D. dissertation research on burrowing owls, and who now works for DFG. B.
Johnson (pers. comm., 2002, 2003) and PHBA (2002) esimated an agpproximatey 50% decline
countywide to 30 or 40 pairs in 2000. At U. C. Davis, a large owl colony that had 22 pairs in 1981
declined precipitoudy and has had no breeding owls snce 2002; a population a the Centrd Vadley
Reserve with 4-5 breeding pairs in the 1970s is now extirpated; and a colony a Dry Sough with 10
pars in the 1970s is now extirpated (Johnson 2003). The petition documented severd other sizable
colonies that have been extirpated recently from Y olo County.

Eastern Contra Costa County

In esstern Contra Costa County, sgnificant but unknown numbers of owls reman in the
vicinity of Byron and the Byron Airport (Townsend and Lenihan 2003). There are thought to be

4 The conclusions of the Breeding Bird Survey data are limited by a small sample size and intermittent counts.



severd remaning pars in Brentwood, up to 3 pars in West Brentwood; 5 pars a Brentwood
Wadtewater; several pars in south Antioch; and unknown numbers for Byron, Concord, Pittsburgh,
and EBRPD Black Diamond Mines Regiona Park (Townsend and Lenihan 2003). ncord, Pittsburg,
Antioch and Brentwood continue to experience explosve development. This area of Contra Codta has
adso had a serious ground sguirre poisoning campaign which may have dso had a negative effect on
burrowing owl numbers as the area il suffers from alack of burrows (Townsend and Lenihan 2003).

Eagstern Alameda County

In easern Alameda County, unknown numbers of owls reman in the Altamont Hills
(Townsend and Lenihan 2003). This population is likey severdy threstened by high mortdity risk to
owls a wind fams in the Altamont Pass Wind Resource Area, where it is consarvatively estimated
that an astonishing 135 to 270 burrowing owls are killed each year (Smalwood et d. 2003; Smalwood
and Thelander in press); the wind farms may be creating a sink not only for resdent owls but for
migratory and wintering owls aswdl (Townsend and Lenihan 2003).

Southern Centra Valley

The DFG report notes that anecdotal information from DFG daff indicates that southern
Centrd Vdley owl populations appear stable.  The census by DeSante and Ruhlen (1995) from 1991-
1993 edtimated 1,427 pairs for the San Joaguin Valey owl population. To derive an estimate of trend
for the region, Roberts and O’'Rourke (2003) re-visted dl the burrowing owl Stes recorded in the
CNDDB from 1989-1993 (37 dites) for the “South Centrd Valey” counties (Merced, Madera, Kings,
Kern, and San Joagquin Counties) censused during the DeSante and Ruhlen (1995) surveys. Roberts
and O’ Rourke (2003) classified the habitats at these Sites according to habitat suitability and described
habitat dteration where it had occurred. Roberts and O'Rourke (2003) documented a loss of owl
habitat on 15% of CNDDB record locations in the past decade; 2 of 21 stes (9%) on public land had
been visbly dtered by development or agricultura activities and 3 of 12 stes (25%) on private land
had been atered® Breeding Bird Survey data (1968-2001) from 5 BBS survey routes in the San
Joaquin Valey show a datigticdly sgnificant “marked decling’ (Roberts and O'Rourke 2003).° Thus
the two quantitative sources on population trends within the San Joaquin Valey “suggest a decline in
numbers’ (Roberts and O'Rourke 2003). Roberts and O'Rourke (2003) adso interviewed DFG
biologiss, U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service biologists, and owl researchers in the San Joaguin Valey —
their anecdotal observations suggest a stable trend in the San Joaguin Vdley.” Roberts and O’ Rourke
(2003) concluded that owl numbers in the San Joaguin Vdle ae likdy less than in 1993 when
surveyed by DeSante and Ruhlen (1995), but that the ability of owls to adapt to agriculturd habitats
may have buffered presumed habitat loss. A copy of Roberts and O’ Rourke (2003) is attached.

Tulare County

The reported owl colony a Coloned Allensworth State Historic Park in Tulare County has
further declined to 11 pairs in 2003 (Koshear et a. 2003), down from 23 pairs in 1999 (N. Brown, pers.
comm., 2002) despite the implementation of a comprehensve owl mitigation and management plan
(Koshear et a. 2003).

° “Altered” sites were not necessarily unsuitable for burrowing owls. Only 1 site (3%) changed to a cover type that would not

support owls (Roberts and O’ Rourke 2003).
6 The conclusions of the Breeding Bird Survey data are limited by a small sample size and intermittent counts.

Of 5 DFG hiologists surveyed (none were burrowing owl experts), 2 thought owl numbers are increasing and 3 thought owl
numbers are stable in the San Joaquin Valley (Roberts and O’ Rourke 2003).
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S. F. Bay Area

Townsend and Lenihan (2003) provide populaion estimates for some of the known remaning
colonies in the greater S. F. Bay Area, based on persond knowledge, review of technica reports,
information and supporting documentetion in the burrowing owl lising petition, the Cdifornia Naturd
Diversty Database, and interviews with environmental consultants, local burrowing owl researchers,
Audubon Society loca chapters, and open space managers® With the exception of the San Jose
Airport and Moffett Airfidd in the south Bay and Camp Paks in Dublin, there ae few truly
undisurbed owl colonies |eft, resulting in a reduction of the overdl viability of this species in the Bay
Area (Townsend and Lenihan 2003). Habitat loss is the most immediate threat to Bay Area owls
resulting in populaion decline and exposure to a higher risk of extinction. Relocation/eviction projects
may be accderating extirpation through harassment of resdent owls - biologists in the Bay area are
observing sgns of dress in the owl population (Townsend and Lenihan 2003). Burrowing owls in the
Bay Area gopear to have high ste fiddity (Townsend and Lenihan 2003). Displaced birds, unfamiliar
with new areas, may be less likely to breed and may be more susceptible to mortdity from predators
and accidents. Off-gte mitigation, while setting asde land for owls, is Hill leading to the loss of
breeding locations for the resident owls directly affected by development.

Western Contra Costa County

There are no known recent breeding records in western Contra Costa County (Townsend and
Lenihan 2003).

Western and Central Alameda County

Owl colonies in western Alameda County have been severdy reduced. A large breeding
colony at Oakland Airport, noted by severd observers in the literature b have been formerly “one of
the largest populations of burrowing owls in the Bay Ared’ had at least 910 breeding pairs from 1965
1966 (Thomsen 1971). The Oakland Airport now may have only 1 or more breeding pairs remaining
(Townsend and Lenihan 2003). At leest 4 pars reman adong the Hayward/Fremont shoreline
(Townsend and Lenihan 2003). This is in contrast to severd formerly large colonies documented in
the petiion in Newak and Fremont, and formerly numerous pars and colonies in Hayward
documented in the petition and recorded by loca birders (R. Barklow, pers. comm., 2003). A single
owl par remains a the Martin Luther King Shordine (Townsend and Lenihan 2003). Breeding owls
have been extirpated from the Oakland Hills (Townsend and Lenihan 2003).

In centra Alameda County, the largest remaining owl populaion west of the Altamont Hills is
a Camp Parks Military Reservation, where an estimated 11-13 pairs remain (Townsend and Lenihan
2003). Smadl populations aso persst a EBRPD Vasco Caves Regiond Park (2-6 pairs); Bethany
Reservoir (severd pairs); North Livermore Avenue (at least 23 pairs in 1996); San Antonio Reservoir
(2 pairs); Brushy Peak (2 pairs); and Sweet Ranch (3 pairs) (Townsend and Lenihan 2003).

8 Townsend and Lenihan (2003) did not conduct a comprehensive survey or formal biological estimate of ow! distribution

and abundance in the greater Bay Area, but rather only presented information for populations with known data. It is assumed that there
are more owls in the greater Bay Areathat are not currently known about or for which population information could not be found - this

was especially true for eastern Contra Costa and Alameda Counties (Townsend and Lenihan 2003).



Southern San Francisco Bay Region

It has been estimated that there were about 1,000 nesting pairs of owls in the southern San
Francisco Bay region in 1970 (J. Barclay, pers. comm., 2003). This contradicts DFG's contention that
the recent range contraction of breeding owls adong the coast has occurred in areas that maintained few
burrowing owls higtoricaly.

Southwestern Cdifornia

Bloom & d. (2003) have been monitoring declines of burrowing owls in southwestern
Cdifornia and report that the owl as a breeding species is on the verge of extirpaion from
southwestern Cdifornia.  Bloom e a. (2003) relied on their own surveys, recent records from loca
observers, egg collection records from museums, published literature, and public input to infer range
reductions in Santa Barbara, Ventura, Orange, Los Angeles, western Riversde, and western San
Bernardino Counties.  Bloom et a. (2003) report that remaining owl populations in southwestern
Cdifornia are wdl known and it is extremdy unlikdy dggnificant breeding populations have been
missed.

Santa Barbara County

The liging petition reported that breeding owls were very nearly extirpated from the western
75% of Santa Barbara County (DeSante and Ruhlen 1995). A datus update by Bloom et a. (2003)
reports that breeding owls are extirpated from Santa Barbara County and confirms the species is gone
from Vandenberg Air Force Base and that there is no breeding in the Cuyama Vdley, an area which
was listed as a possible breeding location in the DFG report.

Ventura County

The liging petition reported that breeding owls had been extirpated from coastd Ventura
County since the 1980s (DeSante and Ruhlen 1995). The DFG report asserts that the Ventura County
Bird Atlas project indicates the burrowing owl is a locdized breeder with a few known remaining
breeding stes such as Mugu Navd Air Sation — this information is incorrect. A datus updae by
Bloom et d. (2003) confirms that breeding owls are indeed extirpated from Ventura County and that
there is no breeding activity a Mugu Nava Air Station.

Los Angeles County

The liging petition reported that breeding owls had mogt likely been nearly extirpated from
southern Los Angeles County.  Bloom et d. (2003) confirm that breeding owls have definitdy been
extirpated from Los Angdes County west of the San Gabrid Mountains.  Information in the petition
and Bloom et d. (2003) indicating that breeding owls were historicaly widespread throughout the Los
Angees basn contradicts DFG's contention that the recent range contraction of breeding owls dong
the coast has occurred in aress that maintained few burrowing owls higorically. The petition reported
that a minimum of 10 breeding territories have been active in Antedlope Vdley in northeestern Los
Angeles County most years between 1970-2000. The DFG report suggests that 20-50 owl pairs remain
in the Antdope Vdley based on information from the Los Angeles Breeding Bird Atlas, however
Bloom et d. (2003) suggest that 10 pairs or more is an accurate estimate.



Orange County

Bloom et d. (2003) confirmed that Orange County had “dense populaions coastaly” until the
1980s, contradicting DFG’'s contention that the recent range contraction of breeding owls dong the
coast has occurred in aress that maintained few burrowing owls higtorically. Bloom e d. (2003)
report that breeding owls reman a only a dngle locaion in Orange County, a Navd Wegpons
Station, Sed Beach, where there are currently 6 pairs. Part of the reason this population perssts is due
to augmentation by owls trand ocated there from other areas in Orange County (Bloom et a. 2003).

Western San Bernardino County

Bloom et d. (2003) estimate that about 100 pairs reman on private land in southwestern San
Bernardino County in the vicinity of Chino and Ontario in smal colonies and sngle pairs, but that the
gpecies is 0 highly fragmented and diminished that the long-term outlook is “very poor” and breeding
owls are predicted to disgppear. The dtudaion in southwestern San Bernardino County is smilar to
tha in Orange County 15 years ago, when breeding owls began plummeting toward extirpation
(Bloom et d. 2003). The lack of breeding pairs or even gppropriate habitat captured within existing
and proposed reserves is “daming,” and there are not many potentid areas for reserves with owl
habitat (Bloom et d. 2003).

Western Riverside County

The gtuation in wesern Riversde County is gmilar to that in southwestern San Bernardino
County, however there is much more potentia for reserves that can capture emaining owl populations
and suitable habitat (Bloom et d. 2003). Unfortunately in some of the largest reserves, such as lands
preserved in the Western Riversde Multi Species Habitat Conservation Plan, there are not many owls
left. Bloom et d. (2003) report that breeding owls are extirpated from Lake Skinner.

San Diego County

Lincer and Bloom (2003) edimate that there were between 250-300 breeding owl pairs
throughout San Diego County in the 1970s, with colonies of 1 to 3 dozen owls frequently observed
into the early 1980s  This information, dong with information in the petition indicating thet breeding
owls were historicaly widespread throughout San Diego County, contradicts DFG's contention that
the recent range contraction of breeding owls dong the coast has occurred in areas that maintained few
burrowing owls higoricdly. The liging petition reported 6-8 remaining breeding locations as of 2001.
Lincer and Bloom (2003) report gpproximaiely 25 widdy scattered owl pars reman in San Diego
County, with the two largest concentrations (groups of 78 pairs) a North Idand Navy Base and dong
the border a Otay Mesa. Lincer and Bloom (2003) fed that without a sgnificant management effort,
itislikely that breeding owls could be on the verge of disappearing from San Diego County.

CoachdllaVdley

The DFG report references 74 historicd and recent burrowing owl observations (a few are
actualy observations of burrows only) in the Coachdla Valey. Review of these 74 records reveds
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only a sngle record of confirmed breeding within the last decade and 31 records of probable breeding®
within the last decade. The DFG report cites biologiss Cam Barrows as estimating 10-20 breeding pairs
remain in the Coachdlla Vdley. Cam Barows further clarified that there are 23 confirmed occupied
burrowing owl locations and estimated that there are no more than 10 to 20 a the very most, occupied
stesin the Coachdla Vdley (C. Barrows, pers. comm., 2003).

Southern Desart Range
Pao Verde Vdley
The DFG report cites biologis Jeff Kidd as estimating that the owl population in the Pdo

Verde Vadley dong the lower Colorado River is 500-1,000 breeding pairs. Jeff Kidd indicated that
DFG doubled his populéation estimate: he estimated at mos 500 pairs (J. Kidd, pers. comm., 2003).

o A site was considered a probable breeding location if: there was evidence of owl occupation of burrows; single or multiple

birds were collected or observed during the nesting season (February 1 through August 31); pairs were observed outside of the nesting
season; or multiple birds were observed year-round.
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Appendix A — Breeding Status of Western Burrowing Owlsin Cdifornia, by County *

Breeding Status of

Western Burrowing Owls

In California

Extirpated
- Nearly Extirpated
- Declining
- Stable or Increasing
- Unknown

* This map does not include al documented declinesin the Centrd Vdley
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CONTRACTION OF CALIFORNIA BURROWING OWL RANGE

Prepared by Jeff Miller, Center for Biologica Diversity, November 24, 2003

Area of Californiawithin western burrowing owl range: 103,245 squar e miles™

Breeding owls have been extirpated or are nearing extir pation in 22,255 sq. miles
= 22% of the species rangein California

County/Region Areawithin BUOW  Status of Remaining owl pairs
range (square miles)  breeding owls (year of etimate)**
Humboldt ? extirpated
Napa 795 extirpated 0 (1993
Marin 590 extirpated 0 (1993
San Francisco Q0 extirpated 0 (1993)
Santa Cruz 440 extirpated 0 (1993
Santa Barbara 2,195 extirpated 0 (2003)*°
Ventura 1,025 extirpated 0 (2003)*
Southwestern Los Angeles 2,040 extirpated 0 (2003)*°
Western Contra Costa 400 extirpated? 0? (2003)*°
Southwestern Solano 45 nearly extirpated >47 (2003)*3
Sonoma 1,600 nearly extirpated 1to2(1993)
San Mateo 530 nearly extirpated 1to 2 (2001)
Monterey 3,325 nearly extirpated ~14 (1992
Coastal San L uis Obispo™ 3015 nearly extirpated 0'to ? (1993, 2003)°
Orange 785 nearly extirpated 6 (2003)
San Diego 3,850 nearly extirpated 25 (2003)*°
CoachellaValey 1530 nearly extirpated 5-10 (2003)*'
Total 22,255 =22%

10
11

Derived from Barclay state map in listing petition, Appendix 1

Estimates from DeSante and Ruhlen (1995), DeSante et a. (1996), and information in the listing petition unless otherwise
noted.
12 Bloom et al. (2003)

13 Townsend and Lenihan (2003)

14 Estimate of area of coastal S.L.O. County within range of the species; does not include Carrizo Plain.

15 17 recent probable breeding observations in coastal S.L.O. County were reported in 2003 to CDFG by biologist Miriam Hulst,
Department of Defense.

! Lincer and Bloom (2003)

1 An estimated 5-10 resident pairsin the Coachella Valley were reported in 2003 to CDFG by biologist Cam Barrows.
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DECLINES OF BREEDING BURROWING OWLSIN CALIFORNIA
Prepared by Jeff Miller, Center for Biologica Diversity, November 24, 2003

Area of Californiawithin western burrowing owl range: 103,245 squar e miles'®

Breeding owls are declining in an additional 51,832 sg. miles
= 50% of the species rangein California

County/Region Areawithin BUOW  Status of Remaining owl pairs
range (square miles)  breeding owls®® (year of estimate)®

Northern Central Valley

Butte 1,147 declining® unknown

Colusa 1,093 declining® unknown

Sutter 603 declining® unknown

Middle Central Vdley* 11,076 declining 595-600 (1995-1996)
Solano (784) declining® unknown
Sacramento (966) declining® unknown

Yoo (1,013 declining 30-40 (2000)
Southern Central Valley* 14,893 dedlining 1,427 (1995)

San Joaquin Valley?® declining?® <1,427 (2003)
Bay Area

Western Alameda 660 declining unknown

Santa Clara 1,201 declining 120-141 (1997)
Southwestern California

Northeastern Los Angeles 1,220 declining > 10 (2003)
Western Riverside 1,802 dedlining ~100 (2003)*’
Southwestern San Bernardino 1,003 declining unknown

Desert

San Bernardino (desert portion) 17,044 declining unknown

Total 51,832 =50%

18 Derived from Barclay state map in listing petition, Appendix 1

19 Statusfrom DeSante and Ruhlen (1995), DeSante et al. (1996), and information in the listing petition unless otherwise noted.
20 Estimates from DeSante and Ruhlen (1995), DeSante et al. (1996), and information in the listing petition unless otherwise
noted.

2 B. Johnson, pers. comm., 2003

22 Johnson (2003)

z As surveyed by DeSante et al. (1996) included Y olo, Sacramento, Solano County, eastern Contra Costa, eastern
Alameda, San Joaquin, Stanislaus, Merced, El Dorado, Amador, Calaveras, Tuolumne, and Mariposa Counties.

24 As surveyed by DeSante et a. (1996) included Fresno, Madera, Tulare, Kings, Kern, and southeastern San Benito Counties.
% As surveyed by Roberts and O’ Rourke (2003) included San Joaquin, Merced, Madera, Kings, and Kern Counties.

26 Roberts and O’ Rourke (2003)

2 Bloom et al. (2003)
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