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 STAFF REPORT: MATERIAL AMENDMENT  
 
 
Amendment Application No.:  1-07-013-A3 
 
Applicant:     California Department of Transportation 
 
Project Location:  U.S. Route 101, Mad River Bridges, between Arcata and 

McKinleyville, unincorporated area of Humboldt County.  
 
Description of CDP 1-07-013: Construct two new cast-in-place (CIP) concrete box girder 

bridges, reconfigure new on and off ramps and central/route 
200 intersection, and demolish the existing bridges.  

 
Amendment Request: (1) Approve a final long term compensatory fisheries 

mitigation plan to satisfy the requirements of Special 
Condition No. 5D; (2) modify the riparian wetland 
mitigation requirements of Special Condition No. 15C to 
allow use of the Caltrans Elk River Mitigation Bank as an 
off-site wetland mitigation location and reduce the 
compensatory riparian wetland mitigation replacement ratio 
from 4:1 to 3.4:1 

 
Staff Recommendation:   Approval with Special Conditions. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

SUMMARY OF STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
 
The California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) proposes to amend CDP 1-07-013, 
granted by the Commission in 2008, for the replacement of the north and southbound Highway 
101 bridges over the Mad River. The Commission’s original approval authorized fill impacts that 
were permissible consistent with the allowable use limitations of Section 30233(a)(4) because 
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the proposed fill was for an incidental public service purpose. The original development project 
as authorized was anticipated to permanently impact approximately 1.5 acres of 
wetlands/riparian habitat, temporarily impact approximately 8 acres of stream channel habitat, 
and take threatened salmonid species. This amendment seeks: (1) approval of a final long-term 
compensatory fisheries mitigation plan required by Special Condition No. 5D to be submitted for 
review by the Commission as a permit amendment; (2) modification to the location of required 
off-site wetland mitigation required by Special Condition No. 15A; and (3) adjustment of the 
wetlands mitigation ratio required by Special Condition No. 15C.   
 
The fisheries mitigation plan provides for implementation of four projects designed to remove 
barriers to fish passage on the Mad River and several of its tributaries to increase spawning habitat of 
fish species affected by the Mad River Bridges Replacement project.  As required, the submitted 
fisheries mitigation plan provides information regarding final mitigation calculations, estimates of 
fish losses, and compensation calculations for fisheries losses as required by the Special Condition 
No. 15C. The submitted plan demonstrates that the mitigation will adequately mitigate for the loss of 
246 salmonids from project impacts.  Fisheries losses will be fully mitigated in approximately two 
years by producing at least 165 salmon smolts per year, and provide long term benefits for fish 
populations for the life of the habitat restoration projects by restoring approximately 6.5 acres of 
stream channel and access to upstream spawning habitat in the lower Mad River basin. 
 
The modifications to Special Condition No. 15D would allow use of mitigation credits at the existing 
Caltrans Elk River Mitigation Bank as part of the required riparian wetland mitigation required for 
the project.  Staff recommends approval of the proposed special condition modifications to allow the 
mitigation bank credits to be used because implementing wetland mitigation at an established 
mitigation bank where the wetlands have already been restored ensures that the required 
mitigation will be  successful and will be provided in a shorter amount of time.   Staff also 
recommends modifying the originally required wetland mitigation ratio of 4:1 to 3.4:1 in recognition 
of the fact that the use of mitigation credits from the already constructed Elk River Mitigation Bank 
with its fully restored wetlands reduces the temporal loss associated with the wetland fill impacts of 
the project, and thereby reduces the need for the higher existing ratio. 
 
The motion to conditionally approve the modified development is found on page 4.  
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I. MOTION AND RESOLUTION 
 
Motion: 

 
I move that the Commission approve the proposed amendment to Coastal 
Development Permit 1-07-013-A3 pursuant to the staff recommendation.  

 
Staff recommends a YES vote. Passage of this motion will result in approval of the amendment 
as conditioned and adoption of the following resolution and findings. The motion passes only by 
affirmative vote of a majority of the Commissioners present.  
 
Resolution: 
 

The Commission hereby approves the coastal development permit amendment on 
the ground that the development as amended and subject to conditions, will be in 
conformity with the policies of Chapter 3 of the Coastal Act. Approval of the 
permit amendment complies with the California Environmental Quality Act 
because feasible mitigation measures and/or alternatives have been incorporated 
to substantially lessen any significant adverse effects of the amended development 
on the environment. 

 
II. STANDARD AND SPECIAL CONDITIONS  
 
Note: The original permit (CDP No. 1-07-013) contains twenty-one special conditions. Special 
Condition Nos. 5 and 15 are modified and reimposed as conditions of CDP Amendment No. 1-
07-013-A3. All the other special conditions will remain in effect. There are no additional special 
conditions attached to CDP Amendment No. 1-07-013-A3. The modified conditions are listed 
below. Deleted language is shown in bold double strikethrough type; new text appears in bold 
double-underlined font. For comparison, the text of the original permit conditions is included in 
Exhibit No.10.   
 
 
5. MAD RIVER FISH AND OTHER AFFECTED SPECIES MONITORING & 

MITIGATION PLAN. 
 

A. PRIOR TO ISSUANCE OF CDP 1-07-013, Caltrans shall submit a Preliminary 
Monitoring & Mitigation Plan for Fish and Other Affected Species subject to the 
review and approval of the Executive Director. Such plan shall be submitted by Caltrans 
after their consultation with biologists of the California Department of Fish & Game, the 
National Marine Fisheries Service, and other pertinent advisors with expertise regarding 
the biota of the Mad River or other technical issues associated with the requirements of 
the Plan.  The Plan shall be prepared by qualified biologists with educational background 
and field experience substantially relevant to the species of concern. The plan shall 
include at a minimum the following elements:  
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(1) Preliminary Information.  All materials related to the potential impacts of the proposed 
project that have been provided by Caltrans to the California Department of Fish and 
Game, National Marine Fisheries Service, Regional Water Quality Control Board, Army 
Corps of Engineers, Environmental Protection Agency, and State Lands Commission 
since January 1, 2005 in support of the subject project and copies of all final permits, 
approvals, leases, or other authorizations of or from these agencies shall be attached to 
the Preliminary Plan as Exhibits.  
 

(2) Baseline Surveys. Surveys to acquire comprehensive baseline information about the 
habitats and all species present in areas of the Mad River corridor that may be affected by 
the proposed project, or by the mitigation measures implemented in accordance with the 
provisions of CDP 1-07-013 shall include but not be limited to the following elements:   

 
(a) A survey design developed in cooperation with biologists of the California 
Department of Fish and Game and the National Marine Fisheries Service and approved 
by the Executive Director. 
 
(b) Provisions for conducting preliminary surveys during 2008 prior to any 
disturbance of the Mad River corridor (including the associated riparian vegetation) and 
refining and repeating these surveys prior to commencement of pile-driving activities in 
the 2009 and 2011 pile-driving years and other pile-driving years that may arise during 
project construction that may affect the species that inhabit the Mad River.  
 
(c) Provisions and detailed methods for documenting the types and distribution of 
physical habitats within the reach of the river from at least 500 meters upstream to 500 
meters downstream from the proposed pile-driving locations. 
 
(d) Provisions and detailed methods for documenting, to the extent feasible, the 
presence, distribution, and relative abundance of all aquatic species within the reach of 
the river from at least 500 meters upstream to 500 meters downstream from the proposed 
pile-driving locations. 
 
(e) Provisions and detailed methods for estimating within the reach of the river from 
at least 500 meters upstream to 500 meters downstream from the proposed pile-driving 
locations the density and size frequency or age-class frequency of fish by species, habitat 
type, and location, and the total abundance of fish by species; this provision need not 
include small species that typically inhabit cryptic habitats. 
 
(f) Provisions for adequate replication and an analysis of the precision of the 
estimates. 
 

(3) Implementation of a Fish Exclusion Zone (FEZ).   Provide a complete description and 
analysis of all components of the Fish Exclusion Project proposed by Caltrans, including 
but not limited to the following elements: 
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(a) A description of the methods of establishing, maintaining, operating, and 
restoring upon any failure that may occur, the Fish Exclusion Zone and the proposed 
linear fish migration corridor within the FEZ limits, and a description of all associated 
development in the Mad River Channel, including “enhancement structures” outside of 
the FEZ, “temporary augmentation structures” and all other artificial features 
conceptually proposed by Caltrans in November – December 2007 for placement within 
the Mad River but deferred by Caltrans for later provision of a detailed project 
description after Commission approval of CDP 1-07-013. 
 
(b) Provisions and detailed methods for removing fish and other organisms from the 
FEZ.   
 
(c) Provisions for estimating the number of fish present within the FEZ by species 
and age- or size class using the methods developed in section A(2) above. Estimates will 
be made both before and after the initial fish removal (depopulation) from the FEZ 
following construction of the fish exclusion barriers and before commencement of pile 
driving. The number of fish removed will be counted by species and age- or size—class.  
This information shall be recorded and retained in the project records and pertinent 
monitoring reports and plans. 
 
(d) Provisions for counting the number of fish by species and age- or size—classes 
that are removed from the FEZ following repair of the barrier should the barrier fail. The 
relationships developed in section A(3)(c) above will be used in conjunction with the 
number of fish removed to estimate the number of fish remaining in the FEZ following 
the repair of the barrier.  This information shall be recorded and retained in the project 
records and pertinent monitoring reports and plans. 
 
(e) Provisions for adjusting the size and location of the FEZ based on empirical 
results of the hydroacoustic monitoring and the caged fish study. 
 

(4) Estimation of Losses Due to Project Implementation and Mitigation Requirements.   
 

Provide a description of the methods that will be used to calculate resource losses and 
compensatory mitigation requirements, including but not limited to the following 
elements: 
 
(a) Provisions for numerical estimates of losses of fish and compensatory mitigation 
requirements in terms of adult equivalent fish that would have migrated to spawning 
areas of the Mad River or tributaries. 
 
(b) Estimation of the area and periods of loss of habitat that is filled, coffered, or 
otherwise physically degraded due to project activities. 
 
(c) Estimation of direct and indirect impacts to fish from pile driving, from capture 
and transplantation, and from exclusion from the Fish Exclusion Zone. 
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(d) Estimation of impacts to species other than fish from project-related activities. 
  

(5) Monitoring the Impacts of Pile Driving on Caged Fish During Project Construction 
 
The Preliminary Plan shall include provisions for determining whether pile driving 
during project construction results in the mortality or physical injury of caged fish held at 
various distances from the piling driving location. The Preliminary Plan for monitoring 
the effects of pile driving on caged fish must be designed to refine preliminary impact 
assessments developed pursuant to (1) and (2) above with empirical data. The 
Preliminary Plan shall discuss conceptually and the Final Plan shall include in detail the 
following elements:  
 
(a) An experimental design developed in cooperation with biologists of the California 
Department of Fish and Game and the National Marine Fisheries Service and pertinent 
experts in academia, and approved by the Executive Director. 

 
(b) Explicit specification of the statistical design that will be used to analyze the 
results, a statistical power analysis, and a trial analysis using mock data; the statistical 
design must be determined in coordination with the development of the physical design 
that is feasible in the field and will require preliminary, small-scale experiments; 
replication may be based on individuals, cages, and repeated experiments.  
 
(c) Provisions for developing protocols and conducting preliminary experiments 
during the years prior to pile-driving and the first year of pile driving and conducting the 
definitive monitoring of impacts on caged fish during the second year of pile driving. 
 
(d) Provisions for peer review of the experimental design prior to development of a 
final plan. 
 
(e) The use of locally available hatchery fish. 
 
(f) The cooperative involvement of experts from California Department of Fish and 
Game, National Marine Fisheries Service, Humboldt State University, and the University 
of California, where such experts are available and interested; appropriately supervised 
HSU graduate students or University of California graduate students should be used for 
field and laboratory work when feasible and appropriate. 

 
(g) The inclusion of appropriate controls for handling, transport, caging, and holding 
fish in the river. 
 
(h) Continuous hydroacoustic monitoring of sound levels immediately adjacent to 
caged fish during each experimental period so that effects of distance from pile driving 
can be expressed in terms of received sound pressure levels. 
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(i) Specification of protocols for handling test animals subsequent to experimental 
exposure to pile driving, preparation of animals for pathological analysis, and actual 
pathological analysis. 
 
(j) If the principal investigators selected to undertake the caged fish studies 
demonstrate, based on preliminary field trials/investigations that the study as 
contemplated is not feasible due to the physical or chemical conditions of the river or 
constraints arising from the need to handle and transport fish, the Executive Director may 
authorize termination of further efforts to undertake the caged fish study otherwise 
required herein.  
 

B. Prior to Commencement of Construction (other than the test pile work proposed for 
2008 at Pier 2, on the pasturelands south of the Mad River)  Caltrans shall submit a 
Final Monitoring Plan for the review and approval of the Executive Director that 
incorporates (1) the results of the baseline surveys, (2) revisions to the Fish Exclusion 
Zone proposal incorporating the results of the baseline surveys and other pertinent new 
information, (3) revisions of the estimation of losses of fish from project implementation 
and mitigation requirements based on the results of the baseline surveys and other 
pertinent new information, (4) revisions to the caged fish study that incorporate the 
results of the peer review of the caged fish study required by subsection (5)(d) above, (5) 
provisions for how caged fish study data will be used for adaptive management purposes, 
and Caltrans shall submit the Final Monitoring Plan for the Executive Director’s review 
no later than January 1, 2009 and shall not commence any activities that would affect the 
subject areas of the Mad River and environs until Caltrans receives evidence of the 
Executive Director’s review and approval of the Final Monitoring Plan.   
 

C. No later than March 1 of the year following the first pile-driving season, a Final Revised 
Monitoring Plan that addresses the effects of pile driving on caged fish shall be submitted 
for the Executive Director's review and approval, that incorporates the results of the peer 
review of the first pile-driving season.  Caltrans shall not commence any additional pile-
driving activities until Caltrans receives evidence of the Executive Director’s review and 
approval of the Final Revised Monitoring Plan. 

 
D. Final Fisheries and Other Affected Species Compensatory Mitigation Plan:   

 
Not later than October 1 of the year of the second pile-driving season (presently projected 
as October 1, 2011), Caltrans shall submit a complete analysis of the effects of the 
subject project on the sensitive species and habitat of the Mad River based on the data 
collected during project operations in accordance with Conditions 4 and 5, and shall 
submit a Final (complete) application for an amendment to CDP 1-07-013 for Long term 
compensatory Mitigation of fisheries impacts associated with all aspects of the subject 
project, including pile-driving, that have adversely affected the fisheries of the Mad 
River.  The long term compensatory mitigation plan shall mitigate, to the maximum 
extent feasible, all significant direct and indirect impacts to fish from pile driving, capture 
and transplantation, and from exclusion from the Fish Exclusion Zone, as well as 
significant impacts to species other than fish from project-related activities. 
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E. Implementation of Final Fisheries and Other Affected Species Compensatory 

Mitigation Plan: 
 

1. Caltrans shall implement the final fisheries and other affected species compensatory 
mitigation plan submitted pursuant to Section D above, titled, “Long Term 
Compensatory Fisheries Mitigation Plan, Mad River Bridges, November 27, 2012.” 
The permittee shall ensure that the fish passage restoration projects planned on the 
Mad River at the Blue Lake Fish Hatchery weir, Hall Creek, Mill Creek, and 
Lindsay Creek are carried out as approved.  Any changes to the approved final plan 
shall be reported to the Executive Director. No changes to the approved final plans 
shall occur without a Commission amendment to this coastal development permit, 
unless the Executive Director determines that no amendment is legally required. 

 
2. The permittee shall perform low-flow surveys of each fish passage restoration site 

after the first winter after construction to document the as-built condition of the site 
and evaluate the success of the fish passage restoration project in achieving the goals 
of the approved compensatory mitigation plan.  The permittee shall submit for the 
review and approval of the Executive Director a final monitoring report by 
December 31st of the year in which the low flow survey is conducted that evaluates 
whether the fish passage restoration project conforms to the goals, objectives, and 
performance standards set forth in the approved compensatory fisheries mitigation 
plan.  The report must include the low flow survey of the restoration site and 
photographs of the restoration site at the time of the survey. If the final report 
indicates that the mitigation project has been unsuccessful, in part, or in whole, 
based on the approved performance standards, the permittee shall submit a revised 
or supplemental mitigation program to compensate for those portions of the original 
program which did not meet the approved performance standards. The revised 
mitigation program shall be processed as an amendment to this coastal development 
permit, unless the Executive Director determines that no amendment is legally 
required.  

 
15. Revised Wetland/Stream Channel Mitigation Plan.   
  

PRIOR TO ISSUANCE OF CDP 1-07-013, Caltrans shall submit a revised plan for the 
review and approval of the Executive Director for wetland  mitigation including wetland 
riparian loss and stream channel impacts from project activities other than pile-driving 
and the associated fish exclusion activities and that includes, but is not limited to, the 
following requirements:  

  
A.  On-site mitigation credited in previous mitigation plans submitted by Caltrans for 

wetland mitigation in areas that will be beneath the proposed new bridges shall be limited 
(or verified as limited) only to the equivalent wetland area that was delineated beneath 
the existing bridges slated for demolition. Other revegetation installed beneath the 
additional area of the proposed new bridges shall not count toward on-site mitigation, but 
must instead be added to the overall area of wetland mitigation that must be undertaken 
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off-site.  
 
 B.  Off-site riparian wetland mitigation at the proposed Old Samoa Road 40-acre parcel 

acquired by Caltrans in 2007 providing a maximum of two (2) acres of compensatory 
riparian wetland mitigation necessary for the Mad River Bridges project.   

  
C.  The plan shall provide that all wetland  impacts associated with the proposed project 

construction, including any impacts to riparian corridor wetland soils or vegetation that 
last longer than twelve months, shall be mitigated at a minimum total ratio of 4:1, 3.4:1 
with 1:1 mitigation of riparian wetland impacts on site to the maximum extent feasible 
where suitable locations on the subject site exist, and the balance of the required 
mitigation shall require compensatory off-site mitigation within the watershed of the Mad 
River and at the Caltrans Elk River Mitigation Bank along Elk River Slough near 
Humboldt Bay to the extent wetland credits remain at the mitigation bank.  (4:1 
3.4:1 ratio means that 4 3.4 acres of similar wetland mitigation per acre of wetland 
impact at the project site).  The plan shall further provide for the off-site mitigation of 
stream channel bottom impacts to channel habitat location in the area between bottom-of-
bank to bottom-of-bank, and at a minimum ratio of 1:1 (1 acre of stream channel 
mitigation per acre of stream channel impact).  The channel impacts shall be calculated 
annually for the authorized project activities undertaken in this area of the subject site 
between May 1 and October 14 annually, and added cumulatively for the final total of 
such area that requires 1:1 mitigation.  To the extent feasible, the mitigation provided in 
the plan shall be performed in the location of fisheries mitigation, such as, but not limited 
to, the stream channel locations of fish passage improvements that may be proposed 
pursuant to Special Condition 5, so that the maximum ecological benefits may be 
obtained where feasible.    

  
D.  Final Plan.  Not later than October 1 of the second pile-driving year (presently 

estimated as October 1, 2011 by Caltrans) Caltrans shall submit a final Wetland and 
Stream Channel Mitigation Plan for the review and approval of the Executive Director, in 
consultation with the California Department of Fish & Game Wildlife (CDFW) and the 
National Marine Fisheries Service that incorporates all of the requirements of subsections 
A, B, and C above and any additional mitigation for impacts to wetlands or stream 
channel that become necessary as the impacts of actual construction become known 
during implementation of the project. 

 
E. Within 90 days of the approval of the final  Wetland and Stream Channel 

Mitigation Plan by the Executive  Director, Caltrans shall inform CDFW in writing 
of the extent of any wetland credit taken from the Elk River Mitigation Bank for use 
in the approved final Wetland and Stream Channel Mitigation Plan, and (2) shall 
submit to the Executive Director an accounting from CDFW of the balance of 
wetland mitigation credits at the Elk River Mitigation Bank after use of credits for 
the approved final Wetland and Stream Channel Mitigation Plan. 
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III. FINDINGS AND DECLARATIONS  
 

A. AMENDMENT DESCRIPTION 
Project Background  
On January 8, 2008, the Commission approved, with twenty special conditions, Coastal 
Development Permit (CDP) 1-07-013, authorizing development for the Mad River Bridges 
Replacement Project. See the staff report for CDP 1-07-013 for more information about the 
original project (Exhibit 5). The development project entailed the construction of two concrete 
span bridges to replace the aging, structurally-and seismically deficient bridges of U.S. 101’s 
crossing of the Mad River, approximately one mile north of the City of Arcata in unincorporated 
Humboldt County. As authorized under the original CDP, construction of the replacement 
bridges was completed over a four-year period, with the in-water construction activities limited 
to specific seasonal periods to minimize impacts to aquatic fish and wildlife, including federal 
and state listed endangered and threatened resident and migratory anadromous fish species such 
as the California Coastal Chinook salmon (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha), Southern 
Oregon/Northern California Coast coho salmon (Oncorhynchus kisutch), Northern California 
Coast Steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss), and Coastal cutthroat trout (Oncorhynchus clarki 
clarki). Construction on the replacement bridges commenced in the spring of 2009 and continued 
until project completion in fall/winter 2012.  
 
Since the approval of CDP 1-07-013 in 2008, the Commission has authorized two amendments 
to the permit. On August 8, 2008, the Commission granted CDP 1-07-013-A1, an immaterial 
amendment authorizing the relocation of an existing buried eight-inch-diameter natural gas 
pipeline on the northern and southern ends of the Mad River Bridge to accommodate 
reconstruction of the bridge.  
 
On August 10, 2012, the Commission granted CDP 1-07-013-A2, a material amendment, to 
allow for retention of portions of three sets of old bridge piers (Piers 6, 8, and 9) previously 
proposed and required under the original permit to be demolished as part of the Mad River 
Bridges Replacement Project. The retention of remnants of old Pier 8 was also approved to 
conserve and enhance a scour pool in the river bottom that provides significant fish habitat. The 
conservation and enhancement of the scour pool substituted for the originally authorized creation 
of an entirely new scour pool approximately 100 feet downstream. 
 
Proposed Amendment 
This amendment requests the following: (1) approval of a final long term compensatory fisheries 
mitigation plan to satisfy the requirements of Special Condition No. 5D; and (2) modification of 
the riparian wetland mitigation requirements of Special Condition No. 15C to allow use of the 
Caltrans Elk River Mitigation Bank as an off-site wetland mitigation location and reduction of 
the compensatory riparian wetland  mitigation replacement ratio from 4:1 to 3.4:1.   
 
As required by Special Condition No. 5D, Caltrans is submitting a CDP application for an 
amendment to CDP 1-07-013 seeking approval of a final long term compensatory fisheries 
mitigation plan for adverse impacts to fisheries associated with all aspects of the subject project, 
including pile-driving. The submitted plan provides a complete analysis of the effects of the 
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subject project on sensitive species and in stream channel habitat of the Mad River based on the 
data collected during project operations. As detailed in Finding D below, to mitigate for these 
impacts, the plan includes implementation of four separate mitigation projects involving the 
removal of barriers to fish passage on the Mad River or its tributaries to increase fish spawning 
habitat. The plan provides information on howall significant direct and indirect impacts to fish 
from pile driving, capture and transplantation, and from exclusion from the Fish Exclusion Zone, 
as well as significant impacts to species other than fish from project-related activities will be 
mitigated.  
 
Special Condition No. 15C currently requires that all riparian wetland impacts be mitigated on 
site to the maximum extent feasible, and that any off-site mitigation be provided within the 
watershed of the Mad River. The applicant proposes to modify this requirement regarding the 
location of off-site mitigation to allow use of the Caltrans Elk River Mitigation Bank along the 
lower reaches of Elk River Slough, within the Humboldt Bay watershed instead of the Mad River 
watershed. The Applicant proposes to debit the 1.53-acre balance of mitigation credit left in the 
bank. The Applicant also proposes to modify the mitigation ratio requirements of Special 
Condition No. 15C, reducing the required mitigation ratio from 4:1 to 3.4:1. The Applicant 
believes the reduction in the required mitigation ratio is appropriate, as the portion of the Mad 
River Bridge wetland impacts to be mitigated at the Elk River Mitigation Bank does not involve 
a temporal loss between the time of impact and the time when habitat values have been restored. 
The wetland restoration development at the Elk River Mitigation Bank was completed over 20 
years ago and the restored wetlands have been fully functional since long before the riparian 
wetland impacts of the Mad River Bridges replacement project occurred. The amount the 
mitigation ratio would be reduced corresponds with the amount of temporal loss that no longer 
needs to be accounted for by mitigating using the already functioning wetlands at the mitigation 
bank.   
 
B. OTHER AGENCY APPROVALS 
 
The original development required approval from several local, state and federal government 
agencies. Pursuant to the Special Condition No. 3, prior to construction, Caltrans was required 
to submit evidence to the satisfaction of the Executive Director (including copies of the pertinent 
final documents) that final approvals or authorizations of all state and federal agencies with 
review authority over the subject project had been received by Caltrans. Caltrans successfully 
obtained approval from all the necessary permitting authorities, and those permits include 
authorization for the mitigation measures proposed in this amendment. There are no additional 
agency approvals required for this amendment.   
 
C. STANDARD OF REVIEW 
 
The project area is bisected by the boundary between the retained coastal development permit 
jurisdiction of the Commission and the coastal development permit jurisdiction delegated to 
Humboldt County by the Commission through the County’s certified Local Coastal Program.   
 
The Coastal Act was amended by Senate Bill 1843 in 2006, effective January 1, 2007, adding 
Section 30601.3 to the Coastal Act. Section 30601.3 authorizes the Commission to process a 
consolidated coastal development permit application when requested by the local government 
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and the applicant and approved by the Executive Director, for projects that would otherwise 
require coastal development permits from both the Commission and a local government with a 
certified LCP. In this case, the Humboldt County Board of Supervisors adopted a resolution and 
Caltrans submitted a letter requesting consolidated processing of the coastal development permit 
application by the Commission for the subject project, which was approved by the Executive 
Director.   
 
The policies of Chapter 3 of the Coastal Act provide the legal standard of review for a 
consolidated coastal development permit application submitted pursuant to Section 30601.3. The 
local government’s certified LCP may be used as guidance. 
 
D. PERMISSIBLE DIKING, DREDGING, FILLING /PROTECTION OF WATER QUALITY.  
 
See Finding 4.2 of the Adopted Findings for CDP 1-07-013(Exhibit 10) for information on the 
environmental setting and project area location, as well as a detailed account of habitat types and 
special status species that are found in and around the original project area.  

The proposed amendment involves approval of a long term compensatory fisheries mitigation 
plan required by Special Condition No. 5D to be submitted for the review and approval of the 
Commission in the form of a permit amendment and modifications to the wetland mitigation 
requirements of Special Condition No. 15 to allow a portion of the off-site mitigation to occur 
outside of the Mad River watershed at the Caltrans Elk River Mitigation Bank and to reduce the 
mitigation ratio from 4:1 to 3.4:1. The fisheries mitigation plan and wetland impact mitigation 
are required to mitigate for impacts to coastal fisheries and wetlands from construction activities 
related to the Mad River Bridges Replacement Project. Coastal Act Section 30233 requires, in 
part, that feasible mitigation measures to minimize adverse environmental effects must be 
provided for permissible diking, filling, or dredging projects.   
 
Section 30233 of the Coastal Act states, in applicable part: 

Diking, filling or dredging; continued movement of sediment and nutrients  
 

(a) The diking, filling, or dredging of open coastal waters, wetlands, estuaries, and lakes 
shall be permitted in accordance with other applicable provisions of this division, where 
there is no feasible less environmentally damaging alternative, and where feasible mitigation 
measures have been provided to minimize adverse environmental effects, and shall be limited 
to the following: 

 
(l) New or expanded port, energy, and coastal-dependent industrial facilities, including 
commercial fishing facilities.  
 
(2) Maintaining existing, or restoring previously dredged, depths in existing navigational 
channels, turning basins, vessel berthing and mooring areas, and boat launching ramps.  

 
(3) In open coastal waters, other than wetlands, including streams, estuaries, and lakes, 
new or expanded boating facilities and the placement of structural pilings for public 
recreational piers that provide public access and recreational opportunities.  
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(4) Incidental public service purposes, including but not limited to, burying cables and 
pipes or inspection of piers and maintenance of existing intake and outfall lines.  

 
 (5) Mineral extraction, including sand for restoring beaches, except in environmentally 
sensitive areas. 

 
Construction of the Mad River Bridges Replacement Project involved the placement of 
permanent wetland fill within the Mad River corridor for the foundations for the new bridge.  In 
addition, a significant amount of non-permanent fill was placed in wetlands within the river 
corridor during the various phases of construction for construction access roads and work 
platforms, cofferdams, falsework, and related facilities. This wetland fill affected riparian and 
channel bottom habitat within the river corridor, as well threatened fish species and other 
wildlife that inhabit the corridor.  In approving the original project in 2008, the Commission 
found that the fill associated with the project was for an incidental public service purpose, an 
allowable use for diking, filling, and dredging under Section 30233(a)(4) of the Coastal Act.  The 
Commission has in the past determined that the fill for certain highway safety improvement 
projects that did not increase vehicular capacity was considered to be for an "incidental public 
service.”  In reaching such conclusion, the Commission has typically determined that a bridge 
replacement is a public safety project – and thus is undertaken for a public purpose -- and further, 
that the project is incidental to "something else as primary."   That is, the project is a public 
safety project incidental to the primary transportation service provided overall by the existing 
highway.  This finding is supported in part on the basis that the subject bridge project is not part 
of new route or highway expansion.    
  

a. Long Term Compensatory Fisheries Plan 
 
As required by Special Condition No. 5D of the original permit, Caltrans is submitting for 
review and approval of the Commission as a coastal development permit amendment a final long 
term compensatory fisheries mitigation plan. The plan is required to mitigate for impacts 
associated with all aspects of the subject project that have adversely affected the fisheries of the 
Mad River, including pile-driving. Special Condition No. 5D requires that the fisheries 
mitigation plan provide a complete analysis of the effects of the project on the sensitive species 
and in stream habitat of the Mad River based on the data collected during project operations. The 
plan must evidence mitigation measures that will be implemented to mitigate all significant 
direct and indirect impacts to fish from pile driving, capture and transplantation, and from 
exclusion from the Fish Exclusion Zone, as well as significant impacts to species other than fish 
from project-related activities.   

Prior to Commission approval of the original permit, Caltrans had submitted a memorandum to 
the Commission describing potential fish passage mitigation projects within the Mad River 
watershed that was being developed in coordination with Humboldt County and the California 
Department of Fish and Wildlife (see Exhibit 4). All of the potential mitigation projects involved 
improving fish passage along tributaries of the Mad River to re-open blocked stretches of the 
tributaries and thereby expand potential fish spawning habitat. Caltrans indicated that the project 
described represented a range of mitigation opportunities within the Mad River watershed, but 
not all of the sites had been completely evaluated and the amount of potential spawning habitat 
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that could be generated by each project had not been completely quantified. However, Caltrans 
committed to further evaluating and using some combination of the Mad River tributary fish 
passage improvement projects as mitigation for the impacts to Mad River fisheries of the Mad 
River Bridges replacement project. As final plans for implementing use of these sites for 
mitigation had not been developed at the time of Commission approval of the original project, 
Special Condition No. 5D requires that the final long term compensatory fisheries mitigation 
plan be submitted for the review and approval of the Commission as a permit amendment 
request. 
 
As required by Special Condition No. 5, the fisheries plan provides the following:  (1) estimates 
of the losses due to project implementation and mitigation requirements; (2) complete 
description and analysis of all components of the Fish Exclusion Project; (3) monitoring results 
from caged fish study; and (4) a complete analysis of the effects of the project on the sensitive 
species and habitat of the Mad River based on the data collected during project operations in 
accordance with Special Condition Nos. 4 and 5 of the original permit.   

The number of fish lost (injured or killed) during each construction year was estimated from 
observations performed by Caltrans during snorkel surveys, biological monitoring, projected 
losses from pile driving, and hydroacoustic monitoring. Mortality and injuries to fish were 
primarily caused by installation of the fish exclusion zone, extension of the gravel bar on the 
north and south sides of the project, falsework installation, fish removal and relocation activities, 
and exposure to underwater noise from pile driving. A total of 246 salmonids were assumed or 
observed to be lost during construction from 2009 to 2011. Fisheries losses were based on 
juveniles, as that was the life stage that was affected at the time that in stream construction work 
was occurring. Adult salmonids do not inhabit freshwater during the time of the year (summer) 
when in stream construction activities took place. Construction activities within the channel in 
2009 included installation and removal of a gravel bar extension along the south bank of the Mad 
River and installation of permanent piles at piers 2,3, and 4. See the tables below for fish injury 
and mortality data as reported by Caltrans.  Construction activities conducted within the channel 
in 2010 included installation and removal of a gravel bar extension along the south bank of the 
Mad River and installation of falsework piles along the north bank. There were no fish injured or 
killed during any of the construction activities in 2010. Construction activities conducted within 
the channel in 2011 included installation and removal of temporary in-river diversions along the 
south bank work platform and north bank falsework pad and installation of permanent piles at 
piers 3 and 4. See the tables below for injury and mortality data as reported by Caltrans. 
Construction activities conducted within the channel in 2012 included installation and removal of 
temporary in river diversions along the south bank work platform and north bank falsework pad 
during bridge demolition and installation of the habitat structure at pier 8. There were no fish 
injuries or mortalities reported in 2012. See pages 3-8 of Fisheries Mitigation Plan (Exhibit 3) for 
more information on construction activities that were implemented each year that had the 
potential to cause injury or mortality to individual fish. 
 
Number of juvenile salmonids injured or killed during 2009 
 

Cause of mortality Coho 
(n) 

Steelhead (n) Chinook  (n) Unknown 
salmonid 

Total 
(N) 
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Remained in FEX during 
pile driving 

 

46 35 6 -- 87 

FEZ structures -- 13 28 24 68 
Fish Removal Activities 

(e.g. seining, electrofishing) 
1    1 

Total Lost in 2009  156 
 
Number of juvenile salmonids injured or killed during 2011 
 

Cause of mortality Coho 
(n) 

Steelhead (n) Chinook  (n) Unknown 
salmonid 

Total 
(N) 

Remained in FEX during 
pile driving 

-- -- -- 87 87 

FEZ structures    3 3 
Total Lost in 2011  90 

 
During the four in-channel construction seasons the presumed burial of lamprey ammocetes 
during the installation of the gravel bar is the only known direct impact to aquatic species other 
than salmonids. However, it is not known how many juvenile lampreys could have been injured 
or killed. Lamprey occupy many of the same rivers and tributaries as salmonids on the west 
coast. As a result, it is believed that any projects undertaken to improve habitat quantity or 
quality for salmonids will benefit lamprey and potentially offset any adverse impacts to that 
species during construction.  Therefore, no additional mitigation is currently proposed.  
 
To mitigate for fisheries losses that occurred during project construction, the amount of fish 
production that would be gained by implementing fish habitat restoration projects was calculated 
to determine if increases in productivity through improved habitat would be sufficient to offset 
project losses. The premise for this calculation is that an individual fish within the Mad River 
population contributes to overall fish production by finding suitable spawning habitat within the 
watershed, allowing for the successful incubation and emergence of offspring. Improving spawning 
areas through in stream habitat restoration increases the likelihood of successful spawning and may 
increase salmonid populations. This increase in individuals can supplant those that were harmed 
during the development project, and therefore, mitigate for injury or mortality of individuals by 
replacing them with new unharmed individuals.  
 
To achieve this increase in production and required mitigation, Caltrans completed four fish 
passage enhancement projects on the Mad River: main stem Mad River (Blue Lake weir 
removal), and Mill (culvert), Hall (fishway), and Lindsay Creeks (passage improvement) to 
mitigate for the loss of juvenile salmonids during construction.  Caltrans indicates that the 
Department funded each of these projects, and implemented all of them except the Mad River 
Fish Hatchery weir removal project which was implemented by the Humboldt County Resource 
Conservation District. The District indicates that it used proceeds from a grant from the 
California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) to cover project costs prior to executing a 
contract with Caltrans for funding of the project (see Exhibit 8).  The District indicates that the 
grant funds used by the District were expended on staff time and overhead costs, securing project 
permits, completing a pre-project longitudinal profile, and finalizing construction plans and 
specifications for bid. The cost of the work billed to the CDFW grant totaled $9,408.79, whereas 
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the funds provided by Caltrans for the project amounted to $362,006,55. Thus Caltrans funded 
97% of the total cost of the weir removal project.  All of these fish passage enhancement projects 
are located upstream of the coastal zone and thus did not require coastal development permit 
authorization. 
 
Since the amount of available stream habitat within the watershed generally translates into 
overall salmonid production, one potential way to facilitate an overall increase in fish production 
is to increase the quantity of spawning habitat available to adult salmon. As discussed further 
below, the four fish passage enhancement projects on the Mad River: main stem Mad River 
(Blue Lake weir removal), and Mill (culvert), Hall (fishway), and Lindsay Creeks (passage 
improvement) provide increased access to approximately 112 miles of salmonid spawning and 
rearing habitat.  

The fishway that was constructed in Hall Creek in 2012 eliminated an elevation barrier at the 
confluence of Hall Creek and the Mad River. The new fishway is approximately 15-feet wide by 
85-feet long and contains 10 vortex weirs. The fishway opens passage for all life stages of 
salmonids to the entire Hall Creek drainage.  
 
Mill Creek is a tributary to the Mad River. The culvert system replaced was located on Riverside 
Road, approximately two miles east of the City of Blue Lake. The Mill Creek culvert 
replacement was completed in 2011 and opened up approximately one mile of salmonid habitat, 
and removed an existing migration barrier. Removal of this barrier also protects downstream 
habitat by reducing the possibility of high flows washing out the culvert and road fill. 
 
Lindsay Creek is a tributary to the Mad River. The blockage removed was located under 
Highway 299. Caltrans utilized a crew from the California Conservation Corps in 2011 to alter 
the configuration of boulders at the mouth of Lindsay Creek that was obstructing passage. This 
work was completed in the summer of 2012. 
 
The fourth restoration/mitigation project was removal of the Mad River Hatchery Fish weir. The 
weir was built in the summer of 1989 to direct Chinook salmon and steelhead into the fish ladder 
at the hatchery. The weir structure was never effective in directing Chinook into the ladder, and 
the hatchery operators ultimately determined that a weir has not been necessary to direct 
steelhead into the ladder. The weir started to fail during the first winter after its installation, and 
the weir became a low flow barrier to all salmonids and other fishes. In addition, the weir locally 
modified sediment transport in the river and became a safety hazard for boaters and swimmers.  
Caltrans determined that removing the weir could increase the rate at which fish losses were 
mitigated and also provide mitigation for stream channel impacts. Full passage to the entire Mad 
River watershed upstream of the project site was restored by removing the weir structure at the 
Mad River Fish Hatchery. As the weir represented a significant barrier to anadromous fish 
migration and contributed to water quality degradation, removal of the weir was a priority for the 
various federal, state, and local resource agencies. A total of 5.9 acres of stream channel was 
restored by removing the weir. The project was successfully implemented in 2013.  
 
The following variables were used to estimate the productivity of the stream habitats located 
above the barriers proposed to be removed in the passage projects: 
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1.   Quantity of spawning habitat above barrier, Qsp (m2) 
2.   Egg to fry survival rate, Sfry (%) 
3.   Fry to smolt survival rate, Ssmolt (%) 
4.   Total number of juvenile salmonids lost in Mad River project, Nlost 

5.   Ratio of spawning habitat area to fry production, Rfry (n/m2) 
6.   Total number of smolts produced, Nprod 

 
To calculate the estimated total number of smolts expected to be produced through completing 
the proposed fish passage projects, the following equation was used:  
 
   Qsp * Rfry * Sfry * Ssmolt = Nprod 
 
 

Caltrans used various accepted assumptions to calculate values for each variable in the calculation. 
Caltrans utilized conservative assumptions where possible to better ensure that projected loss 
estimates covered actual losses from the project. Due to the lack of specific information for the 
Mad River watershed several assumptions were made to obtain values for each of the variables. 
As part of estimating the area of spawning habitat made available by the proposed projects, an 
average channel width was assumed for each waterway. Since channel width varies considerably 
along the length of a channel, a conservative value of 1.8 m (6 ft.) was used, along with the total 
length of channel made passable, to calculate the area of spawning habitat made available, Qsp. 
Survival rates for salmonid life stages in the Mad River watershed are not available. Therefore, 
estimates for egg to fry survival (Sfry) and fry to smolt survival (Ssmolt) were obtained from peer 
reviewed literature. The average rate of egg to fry survival based on numerous studies reported is 
10 percent. Furthermore, the survival rate from fry to smolt can range from 5 to 25 
percent depending on physical conditions (e.g., water temperature, hydrology) and density-
dependent factors such as food availability. An additional assumption was made on the ratio of 
salmon spawning habitat area to fry production, Rfry. Redd size varies according to species and 
the specific size of the female constructing the redd. In general, the larger the female, the larger 
the redd. Redd sizes reported for coho salmon range from 2.5 m2 to 4.0 m2. Chinook salmon 
redds vary from 2 m2 to 6 m2 (Gallagher 2005, Burner 1951). Steelhead redd sizes are within the 
same range or slightly smaller than coho salmon. Burner (1951) recommends that the area 
needed for spawning salmon should be about four times the area of the redd. Based on this 
recommendation an area of 10 m2 was selected to use in the production estimate.  
 
Caltrans compared the number of smolts expected to be produced to estimates of salmonid losses that 
occurred during construction to determine how to achieve maximum mitigation of losses. The 
resulting estimates suggest that implementing the proposed fish passage produces between 165 
and 826 salmon smolts per year. Using the lowest survival rate reported for survival from fry to 
smolt yields 165 individual smolts produced per year.  

Project Qsp Sfry Ssmolt Rprod Nprod 
Mill 8,535 0.1 0.05 0.1 4 
Hall 8,152 0.1 0.05 0.1 4 

Lindsay 19,424 0.1 0.05 0.1 10 
Blue Lake 294,356 0.1 0.05 0.1 147 

    Total 165 
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Comparatively, using the highest survival rate reported, up to an estimated 826 smolts could be 
produced per year. 
 

Project Qsp Sfry Ssmolt Rprod Nprod 
Mill 8,535 0.1 0.25 0.1 21 
Hall 8,152 0.1 0.25 0.1 20 

Lindsay 19,424 0.1 0.25 0.1 49 
Blue Lake 294,356 0.1 0.25 0.1 736 

    Total 826 
 
The actual rate of survival of juvenile salmonids in the Mad River watershed likely fluctuates 
annually due to changes in environmental conditions and changes in population densities for 
each cohort (i.e., age class distribution) returning to spawn. Given the uncertainty associated 
with estimating the actual number of fish produced through the proposed projects. Caltrans used 
the lowest survival rate reported for survival from fry to adult and predicted that the improved habitat 
condition and access to upstream spawning areas would produce approximately 165 individual 
smolts each year. Based on this rate, it will take at least two years for the projects to fully mitigate for 
the loss of the 246 salmonids assumed or observed to be lost during project construction. Benefits to 
the population, including increased productivity, will continue for the life of the projects, and the 
habitat restoration projects will continue to provide improved habitat conditions and increased 
population size for the foreseeable future.  
 
The Commission finds that the four habitat restoration projects implemented by Caltrans provide 
full mitigation for all fisheries losses for a number of reasons. The projects provide 
improvements to in stream fisheries habitat and access to much more habitat than the quantity of 
in stream fisheries habitat that was adversely impacted during the project. While the adverse 
impacts to in stream fisheries habitat from the Mad River Bridges replacement project were 
temporary, the restoration projects provide permanent improvements to in stream fisheries 
habitat and access to upstream spawning areas. According to post construction calculations 
approximately 1.03 acres of in stream habitat are projected to have been temporarily affected. 
Comparatively, over 6.5 acres of in stream habitat were permanently improved or restored by 
these habitat restoration projects. The weir removal project alone is projected to have restored 
more than five times the amount of stream channel that was disturbed. Furthermore, the 
improved in stream habitat provides access to spawning areas, which may in turn increase 
productivity of the population, and provide additional long-term benefits.  
 
Additionally, the habitat restoration projects implemented in the tributary areas provide access to 
rearing habitat in the lower Mad River basin, which may in turn increase over summer survival 
and have a long term beneficial effect on all Mad River fish populations. Salmonids use tributary 
streams during the summer to escape from high water temperatures in main stem river 
environments. Providing improved access to these areas will have long term beneficial effects by 
increasing over summer survival and increasing population size. Habitat improvements in these 
areas provide a cumulative beneficial effect by restoring a variety of habitat types.   
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To ensure that the long term compensatory fisheries mitigation plan is implemented as approved 
and will achieve the stated goals of fish passage improvement, the Commission includes Special 
Condition No. 5E. This special condition requires that the  fish passage restoration projects on 
the Mad River at the Blue Lake Fish Hatchery weir, Hall Creek, Mill Creek, and Lindsay Creek 
are successfully implemented as approved. In addition, Special Condition No. 5E requires that 
the permittee submit for the review and approval of the Executive Director a final monitoring 
report that evaluates whether the fish passage restoration project conforms to the goals, 
objectives, and performance standards set forth in the approved compensatory fisheries 
mitigation plan.  If the final report indicates that the mitigation project has been unsuccessful, in 
part, or in whole, based on the approved performance standards, the permittee must submit a 
revised or supplemental mitigation program to compensate for those portions of the original 
program which did not meet the approved performance standards. The revised mitigation 
program must be processed as an amendment to this coastal development permit, unless the 
Executive Director determines that no amendment is legally required.  
 
Given the quantity of habitat restoration performed, the significant increase in access to 
spawning habitat expected to be achieved through the passage projects, and the longevity with 
which the projects will improve fisheries habitat and upstream access to spawning habitat, the 
Commission finds that the final long term compensatory fisheries mitigation plan with the  
habitat passage improvement projects described in the plan and with the requirements of Special 
Condition No. 5E that the permittee successfully implement the plan as approved and submit a 
monitoring plan demonstrating that the fish passage improvement projects proposed under the 
plan have been successful, fully mitigates for all adverse impacts to the Mad River stream 
channel and fisheries losses as required by Special Condition No. 5D.    
 

b. Modification of Wetland and Stream Channel Mitigation Requirements 

The amendment request seeks to modify the riparian wetland mitigation requirements of Special 
Condition No. 15C to allow use of the Caltrans Elk River Mitigation Bank as an off-site wetland 
mitigation location and reduce the compensatory riparian wetland mitigation replacement ratio 
from 4:1 to 3.4:1. Special Condition No. 15 as originally imposed requires that the permittee 
submit for the review and approval of the Executive Director a revised wetland mitigation plan 
for wetland riparian loss and stream channel impacts from project activities. The plan is required 
to provide that all impacts to riparian corridor wetland soils or vegetation that last longer than 
twelve months be mitigated at a minimum ratio of 4:1.  Mitigation must be provided on site to 
the extent feasible and within the watershed of the Mad River if mitigation must be provided off-
site.  Special Condition No. 15 also requires that the plan provide that stream channel bottom 
impacts from construction activities be mitigated at a minimum ratio of 1:1, with the channel 
impacts calculated annually and added cumulatively.  
 
Caltrans has submitted a revised wetland mitigation plan to the Executive Director in advance of 
the permit amendment request being acted upon by the Commission which is attached as Exhibit 
9. Upon Commission approval of the permit amendment, the submitted wetland and stream 
channel mitigation plan will be reviewed by the Executive Director to determine if the plan 
satisfies the requirements of Special Condition No. 15, as amended. 
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As approved under CDP 1-07-013, the Mad River Bridges Replacement Project was projected to 
result in approximately 1.72 acres of permanent and temporary  impacts to coastal wetlands 
during project years 1-4. However, on May 30, 2012, during a joint review of the project site 
with Coastal Commission staff, Caltrans observed that the temporary impacts were actually less 
than anticipated.  Contrary to what had been expected, the site visit revealed that no temporary 
impacts actually occurred within the projects N/E quadrant (projected at 0.21 acres). Therefore, 
the actual amount of wetlands requiring mitigation is reduced from 1.72 acres to 1.51 acres. This 
reduced amount reflects the actual impacts as measured on the ground by Caltrans.  
 
The revised wetland mitigation plan that has been submitted for the review and approval of the 
Executive Director proposes a combination of on-site and off-site mitigation, with the off-site 
mitigation being provided at two separate locations.  The plan proposes to reestablish 1.57 acres 
of riparian wetland on site, largely in the location of where a portion of one of the former 
highway bridges was removed.  Off-site, the plan proposes to create two acres of riparian 
vegetation habitat on a parcel located southwest of Arcata on an agricultural parcel off of 
Highway 255 known as the Old Samoa parcel.  Under the original permit, Caltrans proposed to 
use a total of 5.4 acres of the Old Samoa parcel for off-site mitigation. The Commission staff 
ecologist reviewed the proposal and concurred that planting up to two acres along the street edge 
of the property would provide cover and habitat for some species and would also provide a 
buffer from disturbance for the remainder of the parcel. However, the Commission determined 
that the use of the Old Samoa parcel for more than two acres of mitigation along the highway 
side of the property would impermissibly convert agricultural lands inconsistent with Coastal Act 
Section 30242. For this reason, Caltrans was required to identify an additional site on which to 
perform the remaining off-site wetland mitigation.  
 
The submitted revised wetland mitigation plan now proposes to satisfy the remaining off-site 
wetland requirements of Special Condition No. 15 by utilizing the remaining 1.53 acres of 
available mitigation credit at the Caltrans Elk River Mitigation Bank. The 17-acre mitigation 
bank is located along Highway 101 along the lower reaches of the Elk River near its confluence 
with Humboldt Bay. The mitigation bank was established in 1980 pursuant to a Memorandum of 
Understating (MOU) between Caltrans, the Commission, and CDFW. The bank was originally 
created to mitigate for two Caltrans highway projects in the coastal zone including the 
construction of a bridge along Highway 255 at Mad River Slough (CDP No. 79-P-75) requiring 
two acres of mitigation, and a freeway project along Highway 101 at Elk River (CDP No. A-79-
75) requiring nine acres of mitigation. The MOU specifies that the remaining acreage in the bank 
shall be available for future use as mitigation for other Caltrans projects. The Elk River mitigation 
site is composed of mostly high salt marsh that is inundated by tides on average approximately 35 
times per year. The marsh was created by breaching levees surrounding what  was farmed seasonal 
wetlands prior to 1980. Pursuant to the MOU, title to the mitigation bank property and the 
responsibilities for managing the site were transferred from Caltrans to CDFW. 
 
Caltrans conducted a 10-year monitoring program at the mitigation bank site to document the 
anticipated change from diked pasture and other upland habitats to salt marsh habitat. The last 
monitoring report prepared in 1989 indicates that breaching the dikes and allowing natural vegetative 
changes to occur had been effective in restoring high salt marsh habitat at the site.  The site is 
vegetated with salt marsh species including pickleweed (Salicornia virginica), salt rush (Juncus sp.), 
hairgrass (Deschampsia caespitosa), potentilla (Potentilla egedei), and saltgrass (Distichlis spicata). 
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Wildlife usage of the site is greatest by various bird species including Northern shoveler, Great blue 
heron, Great egret, Belted kingfisher, Long-billed marsh wren, Barn swallow, Osprey, and Double-
crested cormorant. The Caltrans monitoring indicated that the area provides wetland habitat for 
many species of plants and animals.  
 
In 2002, Caltrans prepared a vegetation survey of the Elk River Mitigation Bank site.  The 
survey was conducted to satisfy the special conditions of a permit for a separate Caltrans 
highway project that utilized credits at the bank for wetland mitigation  (See pages 28-31 of 
Exhibit 9.   The survey involved observations of wetland vegetation types and percent cover 
within quadrants along transects laid out throughout the restored wetland area at the bank.  The 
survey demonstrates that the restoration site is dominated by wetland vegetation as 29 of the 34 
quadrants surveyed contained 100% wetland vegetation and the remaining five quadrants 
contained over 50% wetland vegetation.  The survey also documents that the site is inundated by 
tides an average of approximately 35 times per year, with additional inundation due to both 
rainfall and tides resulting in inundation of as much as an additional 5-10 days per year.  The 
survey also determined that the soils at the restoration site are hydric.  The survey indicates that 
the breached area of the levees remain in stable condition and continue to function.  Finally, the 
survey concludes that the mitigation site provides wetland habitat for many species of plants and 
animals. 
 
The Commission finds that the Elk River Mitigation bank is an appropriate location to provide a 
portion of the off-site wetland mitigation and provide successful wetland restoration.  The Elk 
River Mitigation Bank was constructed over 20 years ago and the wetlands in it are fully 
functional.  Implementing wetland mitigation at an already established mitigation bank where the 
wetlands have already been restored helps ensure the mitigation is successful and is provided in a 
shorter amount of time.  In addition, given the limited number of areas where wetland mitigation 
can take place, the Commission finds that implementing wetland mitigation in riparian flood 
plain habitat within and around the Elk River Mitigation Bank where wetlands have been 
previously established and success rates are high is preferable to implementing wetland 
mitigation in many upland areas in the Mad River basin allowed under the original permit 
condition where the mitigation would not be as successful. 

Therefore, the Commission modifies the requirements of Special Condition No. 15 to allow off-
site mitigation to be provided at the Elk River Mitigation Bank.  To ensure that the proposed 
debit to the bank is accounted for by the owner/operator of the Elk River Mitigation Bank, the 
California Department of Fish and Wildlife, Special Condition No. 15 as modified requires that 
within 90 days of the approval of the final  Wetland and Stream Channel Mitigation Plan by the 
Executive  Director, Caltrans shall inform CDFW in writing of the extent of any wetland credit 
taken from the Elk River Mitigation Bank for use in the approved final Wetland and Stream 
Channel Mitigation Plan, and (2) shall submit to the Executive Director an accounting from 
CDFW of the balance of wetland mitigation credits at the Elk River Mitigation Bank after use of 
credits for the approved final Wetland and Stream Channel Mitigation Plan. 
 
Considerations regarding temporal loss and likelihood of success of mitigation were significant 
parts of the reason the Commission imposed a mitigation ratio of 4:1 in the original permit rather 
than a simple 1:1 ratio of wetland mitigation to wetland fill.  As temporal loss and likelihood of 
success are not significant considerations with regard to the portion of the wetland fill for the 
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project that would be mitigated by use of the 1.53 acres of available credit at the Elk River 
Mitigation Bank, Caltrans requests that the mitigation ratio required by Special Condition No. 15 
be reduced by a corresponding amount.  Caltrans requests that the ratio be reduced from 4:1 to 
3.4:1.  As amended, the proposed wetland mitigation (with the Elk River mitigation bank) will 
result in approximately 5.1 acres of restored wetlands at an overall 3.4:1 ratio.  

The Commission finds that in this particular case, the proposed wetland mitigation ratio of 3.4:1 
(wetlands restored to wetlands filled) is appropriate. Given: (1) the high quality of wetlands that 
have been created at the bank; and (2) the decrease in temporal loss from crediting the creation 
of wetlands at an established mitigation bank as mitigation, the reduced ratio of wetland 
mitigation still provides sufficient mitigation for wetland impacts.   Although the wetland ratio 
will be reduced, the overall success rate and long term wetland creation will fully mitigate for all 
impacts to wetlands that occurred during original project activities.   

Conclusion 
The Commission finds, as conditioned herein, the amended project is consistent with the 
requirements of Section 30233 of the Coastal Act in that feasible mitigation measures have been 
provided to minimize adverse environmental effects. The mitigation measures and final 
mitigation plans imposed through Special Condition Nos. 5 and 15 as amended are designed to 
fully mitigate, enhance and restore in stream channel habitat, fisheries losses and adverse 
impacts to wetlands. Therefore, the amended development, as conditioned, is consistent with the 
requirements of Section 30233 of the Coastal Act. 
 
E. CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT 
 
On June 17, 2005, Caltrans as lead agency, certified Mitigated Negative Declaration (SCH 
2003122015) for the subject Mad River Bridges Replacement Project, which incorporated the 
published responses of Caltrans to public comments.  
  
Section 13096 of the Commission’s administrative regulations requires Coastal Commission 
approval of coastal development permit applications to be supported by a finding showing the 
application, as modified by any conditions of approval, is consistent with any applicable 
requirement of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). Section 21080.5(d)(2)(A) of 
CEQA prohibits a proposed development from being approved if there are any feasible 
alternatives or feasible mitigation measures available, which would substantially lessen any 
significant adverse effect the proposed development may have on the environment.  
 
The Commission incorporates its findings on conformity with Coastal Act policies at this point 
as if set forth in full. As discussed above, the project as proposed to be amended has been 
conditioned to be consistent with the policies of the Coastal Act.  No public comments regarding 
potential significant adverse environmental effects of the project amendment were received prior 
to preparation of the staff report. As specifically discussed in these above findings, which are 
hereby incorporated by reference, mitigation measures that will minimize or avoid all significant 
adverse environmental impacts have been required. As conditioned, there are no feasible 
alternatives or feasible mitigation measures available which would substantially lessen any 
significant adverse impacts which the activity may have on the environment. Therefore, the 
Commission finds that the proposed amended development, as conditioned to mitigate the 
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identified impacts, can be found to be consistent with the requirements of the Coastal Act to 
conform to CEQA. 



APPENDIX A: 
 

SUBSTANTIVE FILE DOCUMENTS 
 

A-1 

 
 
 
County of Humboldt Local Coastal Program 
 
Coastal Development Permit Application File No. 1-07-013  
 
Coastal Development Permit Application File No. 1-07-013-A1  
 
Coastal Development Permit Application File No. 1-07-013-A2  
 
Memorandum of Understanding between Caltrans, Coastal Commission, and California Dept. of 
Fish and Game for Creation and Use of Caltrans Elk River Mitigation Bank 
 
Coastal Development Permit Application File No. 79-P-75  
 
Coastal Development Permit Application File No. A-79-75  
 
Coastal Development Permit Application File No. 1-02-016  
 
Hall Creek Mad River Fish Passage Mitigation Final Report, Caltrans, 2013 
 
Mill (Watek) Creek Culvert Replacement Final Report, Caltrans 
  
Blue Lake Mad River Weir Removal Mitigation Project, Project Completion Report, Humboldt 
County Resource Conservation District, November 2013 
 
Letter dated July 22, 2014, from Donna Chambers, Executive Director of Humboldt County 
Resource Conservation District to Susan Leroy, Caltrans, regarding:  01-HUM-101 PM 
89.1/90.4 Mad River Bridges Replacement – Channel Mitigation, EA: 01-296104, District 
Agreement No. 01-0368 
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