July 26, 2016

Julie Wright
David J. Powers & Associates, Inc
1871 The Alameda, Suite 200
San Jose, CA 95126

Dear Ms. Wright,
The purpose of this letter is to inform you of the results of the biological reconnaissance
performed on June 10 and 13, 2016 at 2131 Sand Hill Road (APN # 074-450-030), Menlo Park,
San Mateo County, California. The assessed area (“Study Area”; see Attachment A for Study
Area location map) is roughly triangular shaped and is surrounded by suburban land uses. The
Study Area is bordered by Sand Hill road to the north, residential development to the south, an
office complex to the east, and Stanford Hills Park to the west. The Study Area is currently
within unincorporated San Mateo County; however, the Project Applicant is proposing
annexation into the City of Menlo Park. Local environmental regulations reviewed in this
document are focused on the City of Menlo Park.
Specifically, the site visits were conducted in order to assess the Study Area for potential
sensitive habitat areas, including wetlands and riparian habitats and to determine the potential
effects on sensitive plant and animal species that are included on lists prepared by the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service (USFWS), California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW), and
California Native Plant Society (CNPS), as a result of a proposed office development project
(Project). A complete list of observed plant and wildlife species is provided in Attachment B.
Site photographs are provided in Attachment C.
Survey Methods
Site visits to the Study Area were made on June 10 and 13, 2016. Prior to the site visits, a
review of the following literature and database searches was conducted to determine the
potential for sensitive biological communities (e.g., wetlands) and special-status species:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Palo Alto 7.5-minute quadrangle (United States Geological Survey [USGS] 2015);
California Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB; CDFW 2016);
California Native Plant Society Electronic Inventory (CNPS 2016);
USFWS National Wetlands Inventory Database (USFWS 2016a)
USFWS Information for Conservation and Planning (IPaC) search (USFWS 2016b);
Aerial photographs (Google Earth 2016)

During each site visit, the Study Area was examined for: (a) potentially sensitive habitat areas
and (b) the presence and potential to support special-status plant and wildlife species, and (c)
indicators of wetlands, waters, and areas containing an ordinary high water (“OHW”) mark.

Results
The approximately 3.5-acre Study Area is located within a vacant lot at 2131 Sand Hill Road, in
unincorporated San Mateo County, California. The Study Area is primarily vacant land with a
recent history of disturbance associated with construction and staging activities for a new PG&E
gas transmission substation (Sand Hill Road Station) located in the western corner of the Study
Area and gas transmission right-of-ways that cross the Study Area. Two unpaved access
driveways cross the Study Area in an east-west direction, paralleling the northern and southern
borders of the Study Area. The Study Area is surrounded on all sides by commercial and
residential development. In the greater landscape context, the Study Area occurs within a
developed area of San Mateo County and does not provide habitat connections to or from open
space in the vicinity.
Vegetation Communities
The Study Area is composed of ruderal/disturbed areas, and developed/landscaped areas, both
of which are not considered sensitive vegetation communities. Ruderal/disturbed areas have
been recently disturbed by construction activities and are dominated by non-native invasive
grasses and herbaceous plants. Developed/landscaped areas are limited to the northeast
corner of the Study Area and include an access road for an existing office complex and irrigated
ornamental landscape plantings. The northern and southern perimeters of the Study Area are
lined with mixed fencerows of planted and/or naturalized native and non-native trees, many of
which are large enough to be considered “heritage trees” per the City of Menlo Park Heritage
Tree Ordinance. These fencerows do not constitute a sensitive natural vegetation community
because they are not contiguous stands and appear to consist primarily (if not entirely) of
planted trees based on historic aerial photographs.
Recent aerial photographs (Google Earth 2016) indicate that the majority of the Study Area was
used as a construction and staging area for a PG&E gas transmission pipeline project in 2012.
The ruderal/disturbed portion of the site is dominated by non-native invasive plant species,
including soft chess (Bromus hordeaceus), slim oat (Avena barbata), field bindweed
(Convolvulus arvensis), mustard (Hirschfeldia incana), and bristly ox-tongue (Helminthotheca
echioides).
Developed/landscaped areas are limited to the northeast corner of the Study Area. Landscaped
areas are composed of maintained and irrigated ornamental plantings of native and non-native
trees, shrubs, and turf. Commonly observed trees within this maintained landscape include
valley oak (Quercus lobata), coast live oak (Quercus agrifolia), Canary island pine (Pinus
canariensis), and blue gum (Eucalyptus globulus). Developed/landscaped areas also included
ornamental shrubs such as blue blossom (Ceanothus thyrsiflorus) and an irrigated lawn of Idaho
fescue (Festuca idahoensis), a perennial bunchgrass. As described above, the northern and
southern perimeters of the Study Area are lined with mixed fencerows of native and non-native
trees, including coast live oak, English elm (Ulmus minor), Italian stone pine (Pinus pinea), and
Monterey pine (Pinus radiata). Several trees within these fencerows are large enough to meet
the definition of “heritage trees” per the City of Menlo Park Tree Ordinance; however, the
planted and/or naturalized fencerows do not constitute a sensitive natural community. A
comprehensive list of observed plant species is included in Attachment B.
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Heritage Trees
The City of Menlo Park Heritage Tree Ordinance (Ordinance) defines a “heritage tree” as any
native oak (Quercus spp.) tree with a diameter of 10 inches or greater, measured at 54 inches
above grade (“diameter at breast height”; DBH), or any tree other than native oaks with a
diameter of 15 inches or greater. Although no sensitive vegetation communities are present
within the Study Area, several trees meet the definition of a “heritage tree.”
Special-Status Species
Special-Status Plant Species
Based upon a search of the databases listed above, 22 special-status plant species have
documented occurrences within the Palo Alto USGS quadrangle and the vicinity of the Study
Area. Of the 22 special-status species documented, all are either unlikely or have no potential
to occur within the Study Area for one or more of the following reasons:
•
•
•
•

The Study Area has been repeatedly and intensively altered from a natural state thereby
eliminating the seedbank or diminishing establishment of the special-status plant(s);
The Study Area does not contain hydrologic conditions (e.g., vernal pools, marshes and
swamps) necessary to support the special-status plant(s);
The Study Area does not contain edaphic (soil) conditions (e.g., serpentine substrate)
necessary to support the special-status plant(s);
The Study Area does not contain vegetation communities (e.g., chaparral, vernal pools)
associated with the special-status plant(s);

Several Monterey pine (CNPS Rank 1B.1) trees were observed within the Study Area; however,
only native occurrences of this species are considered special-status and the Study Area is not
located at the site of a native occurrence (CNPS 2016). Monterey pine is widely naturalized
throughout coastal California, and is considered invasive outside of its native range (Cal-IPC
2016).
Based on a lack of suitable habitat and the recent history of soil and vegetation disturbance,
none of the 22 special-status plant species have the potential to occur in the Study Area. No
special-status plant species were observed during the site visit.
Special-status Wildlife Species
Of the 35 special-status wildlife species documented in the vicinity of the Study Area, most are
excluded from the Study Area based on a lack of habitat features. Features not found within the
Study Area that are required to support special-status wildlife species include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Vernal pools
Aquatic habitat (e.g. streams, rivers or ponds)
Salt marsh
Old growth redwood or fir forest
Serpentinite soils to support host plants
Sandy beaches or alkaline flats
Small mammal burrows
Caves, mine shafts or abandoned buildings
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•

Wildlife movement corridors

The absence of such habitat features eliminates components critical to the survival or
movement of most special-status species found in the vicinity. Species like California redlegged frog (Rana draytonii) and California tiger salamander (Ambystoma californiense) are
known to occur in the open spaces in the vicinity; however, suitable aquatic habitat and
movement corridors connecting the Study Area to outside source populations are absent,
precluding these species from the Study Area. American badger (Taxidea taxus) has been
documented within 0.1 mile of the Study Area, but the location of this occurrence has since
been developed and the lack of resources such as prey and burrows within the Study Area and
lack of connectivity with potentially occupied habitat eliminates potential for the species to occur
within the Study Area. Other species like burrowing owl (Athene cunicularia) have potential to
inhabit open grassland or vacant lots; however, no suitable burrows or burrow surrogates were
observed in the Study Area and surrounding 300 feet.
One special-status wildlife species was observed during the site visit, Nuttall’s woodpecker
(Picoides nuttallii), a USFWS Bird of Conservation Concern. This species is common in this
portion of its range and may nest within tree cavities of the few large oak trees on site. In
addition, non-special-status native birds were observed and may nest on the ground, trees and
vegetation within the Study Area, or within the vegetation which surrounds the Study Area.
Wildlife Corridors
Wildlife movement between suitable habitat areas can occur via open space areas lacking
substantial barriers. The terms “landscape linkage” and “wildlife corridor” are often used when
referring to these areas. The key to a functioning corridor or linkage is that it connects two
larger habitat blocks, also referred to as core habitat areas (Beier 1992, Soule and Terborgh
1999). It is useful to think of a “landscape linkage” as being valuable in a regional planning
context, a broad scale mapping of natural habitat that functions to join two larger habitat blocks.
The term “wildlife corridor” is useful in the context of smaller, local area planning, where wildlife
movement may be facilitated by specific local biological habitats or passages and/or may be
restricted by barriers to movement. Above all, wildlife corridors must link two areas of core
habitat and should not direct wildlife to developed areas or areas that are otherwise void of core
habitat (Hilty et al. 2006).
Landscape linkages and wildlife corridors can reduce the effects of habitat fragmentation by
allowing animals to move between core habitats, replenishing depleted populations and,
maintaining diversity in the gene pool. Habitat corridors have also been shown to be beneficial
in maintaining genetic diversity amongst plant populations (Damshen, et al. 2006). Thus,
corridors are important in maintaining species diversity and preventing species extinctions (Hilty
et al. 2006, Soule and Terborgh 1999). The presence of barriers to wildlife movement, whether
natural or man-made, can result in the isolation of wildlife populations and the fragmentation of
core habitat areas, resulting in a loss of genetic exchange that could affect the long term
sustainability of a population (Hilty et al. 2006).
The variables that create a functioning corridor or linkage vary by species due to unique habitat
requirements, life histories, size, and movement patterns. Some species, referred to as
“corridor dwellers” or “live in” species, live their entire life cycles within corridors or linkages.
Some species, particularly flying species, can utilize “stepping stone” dispersal habitats, or
closely spaced pockets of habitat that can be used as habitat during dispersal between larger
core habitat areas. Because the ideal corridors can vary by species, wildlife movement is
4

typically analyzed based on suitability for several focal species, typically categorized as
terrestrial, aquatic, and avian (including bats) species.
The Study Area does not function as a wildlife movement corridor. The extent and density of
existing developed surrounding the Study Area means that the site does not function as a
habitat corridor for the movement of terrestrial wildlife or plants. The distance between viable
core habitat areas for terrestrial species is too great, and the intensity of disturbance from traffic
along major roads, nighttime lighting, noise, and human presence over that distance is a major
deterrent to terrestrial wildlife movement. The small size of the Study Area in the context of the
surrounding landscape also substantially reduces the value of the Study Area as a stepping
stone corridor for avian and bat species. For these species, there is very little that distinguishes
the Study Area from surrounding developed and landscaped areas in terms of providing a
stepping stone corridor linkage. Considering these factors, no true habitat corridors can be said
to exist within the Study Area.
Recommendations
Analysis of Potential Effects to Sensitive Vegetation Communities
The Study Area does not contain sensitive vegetation communities. No areas of potential
wetlands, non-wetland waters, streams, lakes, ponds, or riparian habitats are present within the
Study Area. No impacts to sensitive vegetation communities are anticipated as a result of the
Project.
Analysis of Potential Effects to Heritage Trees
Several trees within the Study Area meet the definition of a “heritage tree.” A permit from the
City of Menlo Park is required for removal or significant pruning of any “heritage trees.”
Analysis of Potential Effects to Special-Status Species
Special-Status Plant Species
Based on the highly disturbed nature of the site, and lack of associated natural vegetation
communities, the Study Area does not provide suitable habitat for special-status plant species.
No impacts to special-status plant species are anticipated as a result of the proposed Project,
and no further actions are recommended for special-status plant species.
Special-Status and Non-Special-Status Nesting Birds
One special-status wildlife species has the potential to occur within the Study Area, Nuttall’s
woodpecker, a USFWS Birds of Conservation Concern. Non-special-status native birds may
also nest on the ground, as well as in trees and vegetation within the Study Area. The nests of
such birds are protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) as well as by California
Fish and Game Codes (CFGC). If construction begins during the nesting season window,
generally February 15 to August 31, nesting birds may be impacted through the removal of nest
structures or through localized disturbance sufficient to cause nest abandonment. To avoid and
minimize these potential impacts and maintain compliance with the MBTA and CFGC, the
following is recommended:
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•

If construction activities are initiated during the nesting season (February 15 – August
31), a nesting bird survey should be conducted by a qualified biologist within 14 days
prior to the start of construction. If nests are present, exclusion buffers appropriate to
the species should be established by the qualified biologist to prevent impacts to nesting
birds. Buffers should be maintained until the biologist determines that young have
fledged or the nest becomes inactive.

•

If construction activities are initiated outside of the nesting season (September 1 –
February 14), no pre-construction nesting bird surveys are necessary.

With the implementation of surveys and exclusion buffers, construction within the Study Area is
unlikely to affect special-status and non-special-status nesting birds.
Analysis of Potential Effects to Wildlife Corridors
The Study Area does not function as a wildlife corridor and no effects to wildlife corridors will
result from the proposed Project. No further actions are recommended.
Summary
The Study Area does not contain sensitive vegetation communities. No areas of potential
wetlands, non-wetland waters, streams, lakes, ponds, or riparian habitats are present within the
Study Area. Based on the highly disturbed nature of the site and lack of associated natural
vegetation communities, the Study Area does not provide suitable habitat for special-status
plant species. No impacts to sensitive vegetation communities or special-status plant species
are anticipated as a result of the Project.
Based on the absence of specific native habitats, lack of specialized habitat features, and
previous development in the surrounding areas, the Study Area does not have the potential to
support most special-status wildlife species. One special-status wildlife species, Nuttall’s
woodpecker, was observed during the site visit. This species is considered common in this
portion of its range and may nest within tree cavities of the few large oak trees on site.
Additionally, due to the presence of grasses, trees, and shrubs within and adjacent to the Study
Area, non-special-status birds may nest within the Study Area. If construction occurs between
February 15 and August 31, a nesting bird survey should be conducted prior to initiation of
construction to locate active nests and assure compliance with the MBTA and CFGC. Work
outside of this time period would not require a survey as it is not expected that nests would be
present.
The Study Area contains trees large enough to be considered “heritage trees” per the City of
Menlo Creek Heritage Tree Ordinance.
Though the Study Area is currently within
unincorporated San Mateo County, the Project Applicant is proposing annexation of the Study
Area into incorporated City of Menlo Park. A permit from the City of Menlo Park is required for
the removal or significant pruning of heritage trees within the Study Area.
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Please contact me if you have any questions.
Sincerely,

Patricia Valcarcel
Wildlife Biologist

Enclosures:
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Attachment A
Study Area Location Map
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Attachment B
List of Observed Plant and Wildlife Species

Attachment B. Species Observed During the June 10 and June 13, 2016 Site Visits.
Wildlife
Common Name
Birds
Nuttall’s woodpecker
American robin
Anna’s hummingbird
American crow
rock dove
song sparrow
western scrub-jay
Mammals
California ground squirrel
Reptiles
western fence lizard
Invertebrates
cabbage white
common buckeye
Plants
Annual beard grass
Annual hairgrass
Bermuda grass
Big heron bill
Bird's foot trefoil
Blackwood acacia
Blue gum
Blue wildrye
Blueblossom
Brazilian pepper tree
Bristly ox-tongue
Bullthistle
California burclover
California poppy
Canary Island pine
Casuarina
Chicory
Coast live oak
Coast redwood
Coastal heron's bill
Common groundsel
Common toad rush
Curly dock

Scientific Name
Picoides nuttallii
Turdus migratorius
Calypte anna
Corvus brachyrhynchos
Columba livia
Melospiza melodia
Aphelocoma californica
Otospermophilus beecheyi
Sceloporus occidentalis
Pieris rapae
Junonia coenia
Polypogon monspeliensis
Deschampsia danthonioides
Cynodon dactylon
Erodium botrys
Lotus corniculatus
Acacia melanoxylon
Eucalyptus globulus
Elymus glaucus
Ceanothus thyrsiflorus
Schinus terebinthifolius
Helminthotheca echioides
Cirsium vulgare
Medicago polymorpha
Eschscholzia californica
Pinus canariensis
Casuarina equisetifolia
Cichorium intybus
Quercus agrifolia var. agrifolia
Sequoia sempervirens
Erodium cicutarium
Senecio vulgaris
Juncus bufonius
Rumex crispus
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English elm
English ivy
Field bindweed
Field hedge parsley
Field marigold
Firethorn
Foxtail barley
Hairy cats ear
Harding grass
Helleborine
Holly oak
Hyssop loosestrife
Italian rye grass
Italian stone pine
Japanese honeysuckle
Jersey cudweed
Jointed charlock
Mayten
Milkflower cotoneaster
Monterey pine
Mustard
Oleander
Pennyroyal
Perennial pepperweed
Petty spurge
Prickly lettuce
Prostrate knotweed
Purple needle grass
Rescue grass
Ribwort
Ripgut brome
Rose
Salsify
Scarlet pimpernel
Sharp point fluellin
Siberian elm
Slim oat
Soft chess
Sow thistle
Sow thistle

Ulmus minor
Hedera helix
Convolvulus arvensis
Torilis arvensis
Calendula arvensis
Pyracantha angustifolia
Hordeum murinum
Hypochaeris radicata
Phalaris aquatica
Epipactis helleborine
Quercus ilex
Lythrum hyssopifolia
Festuca perennis
Pinus pinea
Lonicera japonica
Pseudognaphalium luteoalbum
Raphanus sativus
Maytenus boaria
Cotoneaster lacteus
Pinus radiata
Hirschfeldia incana
Nerium oleander
Mentha pulegium
Lepidium latifolium
Euphorbia peplus
Lactuca serriola
Polygonum aviculare
Stipa pulchra
Bromus catharticus
Plantago lanceolata
Bromus diandrus
Rosa sp.
Tragopogon porrifolius
Lysimachia arvensis
Kickxia elatine
Ulmus pumila
Avena barbata
Bromus hordeaceus
Sonchus asper ssp. asper
Sonchus oleraceus

B-2

Stinkwort
Sweet bay
Tall cyperus
Trident Maple
Upright veldt grass
Valley oak
Wild geranium
Willow lettuce
Woolly cotoneaster

Dittrichia graveolens
Laurus nobilis
Cyperus eragrostis
Acer buergerianum
Ehrharta erecta
Quercus lobata
Geranium dissectum
Lactuca saligna
Cotoneaster pannosus
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Attachment C
Site Photographs

Photograph 1. Photograph depicting ruderal/disturbed area, dominated by slim oat (Avena barbata),
and bristly ox-tongue (Helminthotheca echioides).

Photograph 2. Photograph depicting gas transmission substation access road through
ruderal/disturbed area.

Attachment C. Site Photographs
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Photograph 3. Photograph depicting landscaped/developed area consisting of irrigated turf, dominated
by Idaho fescue (Festuca idahoensis).

Photograph 4. Photograph depicting access road and fence row of trees along the southern border of
the Study Area.
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Photograph 6. Photograph depicting an approximately 15” DBH “heritage “ valley oak (Quercus
lobata) tree located along the northern fencerow in the Study Area.

Photograph 6. Photograph depicting an approximately 30” DBH “heritage” coast live oak (Quercus
agrifolia) located along the eastern boundary of the Study Area.
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