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November 30, 2015 

 
Ms. Amanda Dodson 
U.S. Department of the Interior 
Bureau of Land Management 
2610 Sweetwater Avenue 
Lake Havasu City, AZ 86406 
 
Ms. Carrie Marr 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Project Manager 
2321 W Royal Palm Road, Suite 103 
Phoenix, AZ 85021 
 
 
Subject: 2015 Western Yellow-Billed Cuckoo Presence/Absence Surveys for the PG&E Topock 
Compressor Station 
 
Dear Ms. Dodson & Ms. Marr: 

This letter transmits the 2015 Western Yellow-Billed Cuckoo Presence/Absence Surveys for the PG&E 
Topock Compressor Station.  This report was prepared in conformance with the 2014 Programmatic 
Biological Assessment western yellow-billed cuckoo (YBCU) mitigation measure 2 (Section 
5.2.2.8), and includes information on the 2015 annual field survey for the YBCU on lands near the 
PG&E Topock Compressor Station.  The survey was conducted by Garcia and Associates 
(GANDA) and followed protocols outlined in the 2015 Final Draft: A Natural History Summary 
and Survey Protocol for the Western Distinct Population Segment of the Yellow-billed Cuckoo 
(Halterman et al. 2015). 

One potential, unconfirmed YBCU auditory observation was noted during the 2015 survey. The 
observation was a single detection occurring during a single survey period and at a time when 
YBCU could be expected to be transient and migrating through the area. According to the 
protocol, YBCU must be detected during more than one period to be considered breeding in the 
area. Because this was the fifth year in which YBCU were observed, there is potential for YBCU 
to breed in the survey area in the future. 

As approved in the Final Groundwater Remedy Programmatic Biological Assessment on July 7, 
2014, the 2015 YBCU survey is the second of the two initial protocol YBCU surveys.  

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at (805) 546-5243 or Virginia 
Strohl at (559) 263-7417. 

Sincerely, 

 
Yvonne Meeks 
Topock Remediation Project Manager 



Page 2 
November 30, 2015 
 
 
Cc:  
            Aaron Yue /  DTSC 
            David Vigil / CDFW 

Dawn Addelson / ADGF 
Linda Miller/ HNWR 
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Introduction	
 
Garcia and Associates (GANDA) conducted a protocol survey for the western yellow-billed 
cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus) (YBCU) near the Pacific Gas and Electric Company (PG&E) 
Topock Compressor Station Groundwater Remediation Project, 15 miles southeast of Needles, 
California, on June 23-25, July 8-10, July 21-23, and August 4-6, 2015. The purpose of the survey 
was to confirm YBCU presence or absence and whether breeding may be occurring in the project 
area. The project’s Programmatic Biological Assessment (PBA) identified tamarisk and some 
riparian areas of the project area as potential YBCU habitat within the Groundwater Remediation 
Project’s Action Area (CH2M HILL 2014). In 2014, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS 
2014a) listed the western population of YBCU as Threatened and recommended that critical 
habitat be designated for the species (USFWS 2014b). YBCU are listed as Threatened by the 
Arizona Game and Fish Department (AZGFD) and as Endangered by the California Department 
of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW).  

The survey was conducted following the survey protocol outlined in the 2015 A Natural History 
Summary and Survey Protocol for the Western Distinct Population Segment of the Yellow-billed 
Cuckoo (Halterman et al. 2015). This is the second year that PG&E has sponsored focused surveys 
for YBCU in the project area. YBCU were observed during last year’s focused survey and during 
previous southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax traillii extimus) (SWFL) surveys in the 
project area. With the listing of the species by the USFWS, concurrence with the 2014 PBA by the 
USFWS requires that YBCU surveys be conducted for the project. This survey and report fulfills 
the USFWS project requirements and the permit requirements of the surveyor. 

Background	

The California Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB) contains one occurrence record for YBCU 
within 20 miles of the project area (Figure 1) (CDFW 2015). This occurrence record is located 
along the Colorado River and within the Havasu National Wildlife Refuge and contains multiple 
reports of YBCU spanning from 1977 to 2009. Some of the reports for this occurrence assume that 
the YBCU are breeding in the area. This occurrence record is as close as 3 miles northwest from 
the project area. 

The presence of YBCU in the project vicinity had been established through observations of YBCU 
in Topock Marsh during project-related surveys (Figure 2). A YBCU was observed in 2014 during 
a YBCU survey (Garcia and Associates [GANDA] 2014) and YBCU were observed while 
conducting SWFL surveys in 2008, 2009 and 2010 (GANDA 2008, GANDA 2009, and GANDA 
2010). All observations were of a single individual. No YBCU were observed in 2012 (GANDA 
2012) and no surveys were conducted in 2013. The locations of all YBCU observations are shown 
in Figure 2.  

The proposed YBCU critical habitat (USFWS 2014b) includes a portion of Havasu National 
Wildlife Refuge, Topock Marsh, and the project area (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. YBCU CNDDB Occurrences and USFWS Critical Habitat. 
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Figure 2. Topock Site 1 Topock Marsh 



PG&E Topock Compressor Station Garcia and Associates 
Western Yellow-billed Cuckoo Survey 4 November 2015 
 
 

Site	Description	and	Habitat	Quality	

The survey area consisted of two sites inside the USFWS Havasu National Wildlife Refuge on the 
Arizona side of the Colorado River in Mohave County, Arizona. The survey protocol identifies 
potential YBCU habitat as suitable habitat greater than 5 hectares (ha) in size and that is either: 

1. Multi-layered riparian vegetation with riparian canopy trees (at least a few 
within a patch) and at least one layer of understory vegetation; or 

2. Mesquite and/or hackberry bosque, primarily in southeastern Arizona or when 
adjacent to habitat 1 above.  

The two sites, Topock Marsh Site 1 and Sacramento Wash Site 2, were identified by their size and 
habitat as having potential to support breeding YBCU. However, both sites (Figure 2 and Figure 3) 
are also adjacent to State Route 95, the BNSF Railway, and the Topock Marina, which is a 
community of several houses and businesses. Recreational watercraft, frequently observed on the 
Colorado River and in the Topock Marsh, contribute to regular human disturbance at both sites. 
Additionally, a fire affected a large portion of suitable habitat within Sacramento Wash adjacent 
to the sites in 2009, which, combined with the mechanical clearance of the vegetation in that area, 
may be contributing to the degradation of habitat quality for YBCU at these sites. Appendix A 
provides representative photographs of each survey site. The sites vary in elevation from 400 to 
500 feet above sea level. 

Site	1:	Topock	Marsh	
Site 1, the Topock Marsh Site, is located on a large peninsula between the Colorado River and 
Topock Bay (Figure 2). It is bordered by bulrush-dominated marsh on one side and the fast flowing 
Colorado River on the other. The site totals 39.5 acres.  

Overall, the survey area has moderate habitat quality for YBCU. The Colorado River and Topock 
Marsh provide standing surface water throughout the breeding season, and the site includes a 
suitable vegetation composition of contiguous riparian habitat with a dense multistory canopy 
composed primarily of native riparian species.  

The most abundant plant species are coyote willow (Salix exigua), tamarisk (Tamarix ramosissima 
and Tamarix aphylla), catclaw acacia (Senegalia greggii) and arrow weed (Pluchea sericea). 
Coyote willow is the most dominant plant species throughout the survey area. Photographs of the 
survey sites are provided in Appendix A. A list of the plant species observed is included in 
Appendix B. 
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Figure 3. Topock Site 2 Sacramento Wash
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Site	2:	Sacramento	Wash	
Site 2 sits in the floodplain of Sacramento Wash, which drains the Sacramento Valley during 
monsoonal rains.  

Site 2 is a large area composed of contiguous riparian habitat and moderate habitat quality for 
YBCU. The site totals 93.16 acres. It is almost completely composed of athel tamarisk that forms 
a dense, almost impenetrable, stand (Figure 3). However, the Sacramento Wash is an ephemeral 
desert wash and there is no permanent flowing or standing water at the site.  

The most abundant plant species are athel tamarisk, catclaw acacia, coyote willow, and arrow 
weed. Photographs of the survey sites are provided in Appendix A. A list of the plant species 
observed is included in Appendix B. 

Survey	Methods	

Surveys were conducted by GANDA wildlife biologist Jeff Steinman. Mr. Steinman has a USFWS 
permit and scientific collecting permits from California and Arizona to conduct YBCU surveys 
(USFWS Permit #TE-085026-5, AZGFD Permit #SP-713705, and CDFW Permit SC-007801). 
Surveys followed the protocol outlined by Halterman et al. (2015). The protocol recommends that 
four surveys be conducted between June 15 and August 15, with a minimum of 12 days and a 
maximum of 15 days between each survey visit. Mr. Steinman conducted the YBCU surveys on 
June 23-25, July 8-10, July 21-23, and August 4-6, 2015. All surveys were conducted between 
0500 hours and 1100 hours. As required by the protocol, surveys were only conducted during fair 
weather conditions and when air temperature was lower than 104 degrees Fahrenheit. The survey 
was broken up into three survey transects surveyed over three days. Surveys were conducted on 
foot at Site 2 and on foot and by kayak at Site 1. In order to improve the efficiency of the survey 
effort a portion of Site 2 was surveyed on the same day as the kayak survey of Site 1. Figures 2 
and 3 show the call points that were surveyed. Completed survey forms for each site are included 
in Appendix C.  

The same area was surveyed during the 2014 YBCU survey. To improve coverage of the survey 
area, the naming and location of the call points have been changed from the previous survey. Call 
points were established in the field using Google Earth and hand-held global positioning system 
(GPS) units. Call points were placed approximately 100 meters apart, with variation based on the 
quality of the habitat, thickness of vegetation, and accessibility. Appendix D includes a complete 
list of call points surveyed and their corresponding Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) 
coordinates.  

The survey method consisted of using an MP3 player and speaker system to broadcast YBCU calls 
from established call points. At each call point, YBCU “kowlp” calls were broadcast once every 
minute, following an initial one-minute listening period. To reduce bias, start times at each site 
and the order in which call points were surveyed were intentionally varied from one visit to the 
next. 
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Results	

One possible YBCU was detected at 0707 hours on July 8, 2015 in Site 1 at call point A5 
(Figure 2). The detection consisted of a single YBCU “kowlp” call in response to the first recorded 
call of the survey point. Upon detection of the YBCU, the broadcasting device was turned off and 
a listening and observation period was initiated. After no further response or observations another 
series of calls were played, which did not elicit any additional responses. It is possible this 
detection was of another species of bird, such as a pied-billed grebe, which have been observed in 
the immediate area and have a similar vocalization to YBCU. The survey effort was continued 
after the detection occurred in hopes of receiving an additional response to confirm YBCU 
presence. The survey was completed at 0820 hours with no additional detections. No additional 
YBCU were detected during any of the other surveys or at any of the other survey sites.  

Incidental	Species	

Many additional wildlife species were observed during the YBCU survey. The diversity and 
abundance of wildlife species encountered are influenced by the proximity of the survey area to 
the creosote-dominated desert and the Topock Marsh, a large wetland with abundant wildlife. The 
most commonly observed non-avian wildlife species were black-tailed jackrabbit (Lepus 
californicus), beaver (Castor canadensis), and western side-blotched lizard (Uta stansburiana). 
The most commonly observed avian species were great-tailed grackle (Quiscalus mexicanus), 
white-winged dove (Zenaida asiatica), and black-tailed gnatcatcher (Polioptila melanura). 
Complete lists of wildlife species observed are included in Appendix B. 

Notable additional observations during the 2015 surveys were detections of Arizona Bell’s vireo 
(Vireo bellii arizonae), brown-headed cowbird (Molothrus ater), and Yuma clapper rail (Rallus 
longirostris yumanensis).  

Conclusions		

One potential, but unconfirmed, auditory YBCU observation was noted during the 2015 survey. 
The observation was a single detection occurring during a single survey period and at a time when 
YBCU could be expected to be transient and migrating through the area. According to the protocol, 
YBCU must be detected during more than one survey period to be considered breeding in the area. 
However, due to the cryptic nature of the species, quality of the habitat, and the fact that this is the 
fifth year in which YBCU were observed, there is potential for YBCU to breed in the survey area 
in the future.  
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