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What is a Regional Conservation Investment Strategy?

Regional Conservation Investment Strategies (RCIS) are conservation planning documents

prepared by public agencies, with a state agency
sponsor, to identify key conservation opportunities and
habitat enhancement actions within the RCIS area.
California continues to move toward land-use planning
at a regional and ecoregional scale to develop
sustainable, livable communities, preserve open space
and agricultural lands, and improve outcomes for
species. The main goals of an RCIS are:

1. Identify high-value conservation and habitat
enhancement opportunities within a region that will
aid in species recovery, adaptation to climate
change, and resiliency in the face of development
pressures.

2. Provide a science-based guide for voluntary
conservation and mitigation actions implemented by
a state agency, local governments, non-government
organizations (NGOs) or private entities.
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Habitat Enhancement Actions

Habitat enhancement actions are actions
that will improve wildlife habitat, or
address risks or stressors in a way that
ensure long-term durability, but do not
include land acquisition. Examples of
habitat enhancement actions are
enhanced land management practices or
habitat restoration on state and federal
lands, creek or river restoration, actions
to reduce invasive species, and actions
to improve habitat connectivity and in-
stream flow such as the installation of
wildlife crossings or fish passage barrier
removal.




In addition to providing important biological information that policy makers and land-use
planners may use to balance wildlife and development interests, an RCIS also allows public and
private entities to enter into Mitigation Credit Agreements (MCAs). MCAs create mitigation credits
in advance of development impacts by implementing conservation or enhancement actions to
achieve the goals and strategies outlined in an RCIS. In exchange, infrastructure entities or other
developers may use this advance mitigation tool to offset impacts of future development projects.
RCISs may be used to guide mitigation funding to key areas of biological importance. A state
agency or private entity may enter into an MCA if the mitigation site is within an approved RCIS
area.

Who can develop an RCIS? RCISs can be initiated by the Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW)
or any public agency, including a city, county, open space authority, public lands conservancy, or
state agency. An organization developing an RCIS must have a public agency sponsor at the time
the RCIS is submitted to CDFW for approval. In order for CDFW to approve a final RCIS, a state
agency must request the approval of the RCIS by sending a letter to the director of CDFW stating
that the RCIS will aid in meeting the state’s goals in (1) conservation and (2) public infrastructure
or forestry management. For this reason, the public agency should consider working with a state
agency sponsor from the beginning of the RCIS development process.
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Required Elements of an RCIS -There are several RCIS statutory elements that must be included
in an RCIS in order for CDFW to approve the document. Public agencies can satisfy several of these
elements by drawing on existing state or local conservation planning and land-use planning
documents. These required elements are listed below:!

Purpose - An explanation of the conservation
purpose and need for the strategy.

Boundary - The geographic area selected for the
RCIS and rationale for selection of the area, along
with a description of adjacent habitat including
conserved or protect lands.

Stressors and Pressures - A summary of historic
current, and projected stressors and pressures on
focal species, habitat, and natural resources as
identified in best available science including State
Wildlife Action Plan (e.g., regional climate change
impacts).

Climate Adaptation - A description of how goals
and objectives provide opportunities for
adaptation to climate change for focal species and
their habitat.

Best Available Science/Gap Analysis - Use of
best available science, including a brief
description of information gaps, for the strategy
area and surrounding ecoregion. The RCIS must
also use standard vegetation classifications and
ecoregional classifications.

Local Authority - The RCIS must include
provisions that ensure the strategy will be in
compliance with state and local requirements and
does not preempt local land-use authority.
NCCP/HCP Consistency - Provisions ensuring the
RCIS is consistent with any overlapping
administrative draft or approved NCCPs or HCPs.
RCIS is also required to explain whether, and to
what extent, it is consistent with overlapping state
or federal recovery plans, or other approved
conservation strategy.

Focal Species - Species included in the RCIS

area including their known or estimated status

in the region.

Conservation Elements - Important resource
conservation elements within the RCIS region
(e.g., natural communities, habitat, wildlife
corridors, protected areas).

v' Conservation Goals and Objectives - Goals
and measurable objectives for focal species
and important conservation elements
identified in the RCIS, including those that
address pressures and stressors.

v' Conservation Actions - Actions to preserve
or restore ecological resources - including
habitat, natural communities, ecological
processes, and wildlife corridors - to protect
those resources permanently, and to provide
for their perpetual management.

v" Enhancement Actions - Actions to improve
the quality of wildlife habitat, or to address
risks or stressors to wildlife. Actions will have
long-term durability but do not involve land
acquisition or the permanent protection of
habitat. Examples include improving in-
stream flows to benefit fish species,
enhancing habitat connectivity, or invasive
species control or eradication.

v" Local Development - The RCIS must provide
“consideration” of major water,
transportation and transmission
infrastructure, urban development areas, and
local city and county general plan
designations for “reasonably foreseeable”
development within the region (including
housing, infrastructure facilities, and
renewable energy). This can be achieved
through the inclusion of local zoning maps.
The RCIS must further consider the
conservation benefit of preserving working
land for agricultural uses.

v Mitigation Banks - A summary of mitigation
and conservation banks approved by US Army
Corps of Engineers, US Fish and Wildlife, and
CDFW servicing the RCIS area.

Required elements of an RCIS are listed in the California Fish and Game Code §1852(c)
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Interactive Data - Public agencies

_ ) Speed Up the Process - Use Existing Plans
developing an RCIS must compile,

input, and summarize priority data for ‘It is .the inte'n't of this pﬁgpterto establish requi(ements that '

provide sufficient flexibility to develop each regional conservation
mandatory elements of an RCIS and investment strategy based on the best available information
voluntary data collected as part of a regarding the strategy area.” California Fish and Game Code
Regional Conservation Assessment §1854(b)

(described below) to be uploaded into
GIS and online interactive databases
such as Data Basin that allow the
public to search for regional
conservation values.

Implementation of AB 2087 is intended to facilitate
the use of existing plans. During legislative
development, state agencies and the legislature
assumed the RCIS development process would take
approximately 6-9 months to complete. This quick
turn-around can only occur by fully utilizing
existing state and local planning documents, such as
local open space and conservation plans, regional
“greenprints,” and state plans like the State Wildlife
Action Plan and recovery plans.

Additional Required Elements for Advance Mitigation Use. If used to accommodate advance
mitigation within the region, RCISs must include additional elements:2

v' Adaptive Management and Monitoring v Periodic Updates. The RCIS must identify a
Strategy. The RCIS must include an adaptive public or private entity that will be

management and monitoring strategy for responsible for periodic updates to the RCIS.
conserved habitat and other conserved It must include a process for updating
natural resources. scientific information, tracking and

evaluating the effectiveness of the
conservation and enhancement actions,
offsetting identified threats to focal species,
and updating actions to achieve the RCIS’
goals and objectives at least once every 10
years until all mitigation credits associated
with the RCIS are exhausted.

2 Elements required if the RCIS is to be used for advance mitigation can be found in the California Fish and
Game Code §1856(b)
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Voluntary Elements - In addition to the requirements described above, RCISs may also include
voluntary Regional Conservation Assessments (RCAs) which provides a broader ecoregional
perspective, tying the biological and natural resource information within a regional RCIS to a
larger ecoregional context. An RCIS does not need to include an RCA approved by CDFW. However,
if CDFW has already approved an RCA for the region, the RCIS shall explain how and to what
extent it has incorporated the RCA. Elements of an RCA are enumerated below:3

v

Ecoregional Pressures and Stressors - [dentify regional pressures and stressors,
including climate change vulnerability, conservation areas and habitat connectivity values.
Suggested resources include State Wildlife Action Plan, NCCPs, Areas of Conservation
Emphasis and habitat connectivity maps.

Geospatial Data - Identify the best available science and geospatial information on the
distribution of species and natural communities.

Standard Classifications - Use standard vegetation and ecoregional classifications to
promote consistency across conservation assessments.

NCCP/HCP/RCA Consistency - The RCA must be consistent with administrative draft
NCCPs and approved recovery plans within the ecoregion or subecoregion. It must include
provisions ensuring the RCA is consistent with and complements any approved NCCP and
HCP that overlap with the assessment area. Further, the RCA must include an explanation
of whether and to what extent an assessment is consistent with any previously approved
assessment, state or federal recovery plan, or other state or federally approved
conservation strategy that overlaps with the assessment area.

Local Development - The RCA must consider existing major water, transportation, and
transmission infrastructure and account for reasonably foreseeable development within
the ecoregion.

Local Authority - The RCA must include provisions that ensure the strategy will be in
compliance with state and local requirements and does not preempt the land-use authority
of local agencies.

Process for Approval - CDFW may approve an RCIS through the following public approval
process. Once approved an RCIS is valid for an initial period of 10 years. CDFW may extend the
RCIS for another 10 years after the RCIS is updated with new scientific information and it’s
determined that it still meets the requirements of the law. The process for approving an RCIS is
as follows:*

. Notice of Intent. The public agency must submit a Notice of Intent (NOI) with the

Governor’s Office of Planning and Research and with the county clerk’s office in each
county that overlaps with the proposed RCIS area.

. Public Meeting Requirements. The public agency is required to hold at least one public

meeting to receive public comment on the draft RCIS. This meeting must occur early during
the development of the draft RCIS and must occur in or near the RCIS area. At least 30 days

3

4
§1854

Voluntary RCA elements can be found in the California Fish and Game Code §1853(c)

The public process required for development of an RCIS can be found in the California Fish and Game Code
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before the meeting, the public agency must provide a notice of the meeting in the following

locations:

* On the public agency’s website

* To each city or county within or adjacent to the draft RCIS

* To each implementing entity for an NCCP or HCP that overlaps with the RCIS

* To any public agency, organization, or individual that has requested in writing, either to
the public agency or to CDFW, to be notified of RCIS public meetings. The public agency
should contact CDFW to obtain an updated list of the organizations or persons who
wish to be notified.

The public agency shall collect written and oral testimony on the draft RCIS during the

meeting and is required to include responses to written public comments in the draft

strategy subsequently submitted to CDFW.

. Submitting Draft RCIS to CDFW. After holding a public meeting, the public agency may
submit a draft RCIS to CDFW for approval. The draft RCIS must include responses to
written comments received during the public meeting. CDFW then has 30 days to
determining if the draft is complete or return it to the public agency with comments on
what is needed to complete the draft. Within 30 days of deeming the draft complete, CDFW
will post the draft RCIS on its website for an additional 30-day public comment period and
shall notify any public agency, organization, or individual who has filed a written request to
CDFW for notices regarding draft RCISs.

. Notice to Local Governments. At least 60 days before submitting a final RCIS to CDFW for
approval, the public agency must notify the board of supervisors and city councils in each
county within the geographic scope of the strategy and provide them with a 30-day
comment period. For ease of process, the public agency may consider integrating this
public comment period into the prior public comment period associated with the public
meeting for the draft RCIS. This will allow local governments time to review and provide
comments on an RCIS early in the process and speed up final approval of the RCIS.

. Letter from State Agency. In order for CDFW to approve a final RCIS, a state agency must
request the approval of the RCIS by sending a letter to the director of CDFW stating that the
RCIS will aid in meeting the state’s goals in (1) conservation and (2) public infrastructure
or forestry management. For this reason, the public agency should consider working with a
state agency sponsor from the beginning of the RCIS development process.

. Submitting Final RCIS to CDFW. The public agency may submit a final RCIS to CDFW for
approval. CDFW then has 30 days to deem the final RCIS complete, or return it to the public
agency with comments on what is needed to complete the RCIS. Once approved, CDFW will
post the final RCIS online, including any scientific or analytical updates.
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What is a Mitigation Credit Agreement?

In regions where an RCIS has been approved by CDFW, parties may enter into Mitigation Credit
Agreements (MCAs) with CDFW to implement conservation actions or habitat enhancements that
measurably advance the conservation objectives in an approved RCIS. These actions generate mitigation
credits, which can be used by a permitee to satisfy requirements under the California Endangered Species
Act (CESA), or Lake and Streambed Alteration Agreements (LSA) or, under the discretion of a lead agency
for the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). There are no restrictions on who may enter into an
MCA with the state and credits can be transferred or sold to third parties. This means that a land trust,
conservancy, open space district, or mitigation banker can enter into an MCA to conduct conservation work
and then sell the resulting credits to an entity that needs them to meet compensatory mitigation
requirements associated with CEQA, CESA permits, or LSA agreements.

Required Elements - An MCA has several required elements, most of which directly mirror
requirements of a mitigation bank. Required elements are enumerated below:>

v' Contact Information. The contact v Metrics. Include metrics or indicators for
information and qualifications of the measuring success of a conservation action
person or entity entering into the MCA. or habitat enhancement.

v' Conservation and Habitat Enhancement v Template Conservation Easement.
Actions. A full description of proposed Include a template conservation easement
actions under the MCA and how they meet for perpetual protection of land, consistent
the goals and objectives of the underlying with any approved NCCPs in the region, for
RCIS. The MCA must also include the the sites of any conservation action and an
location of the action, include a map, explanation of how long-term durability
address, and size of the site, with color will be ensured.
aerial and ground-level photos. The MCA v" Proof of Funding. The MCA must show an
must explain how mitigation credits will be endowment, or for state entities another
created, including information on proposed comparable funding mechanism, to ensure
ownership, long-term management, and long-term management and operations
phased implementation of actions on the funding for the mitigation site.
property, and fully describe the type and v' Adaptive Management. Includes a
quantity of credits that will be created. template long-term adaptive management

v Identify Mitigation Banks. The MCA must plan.
identify existing mitigation or conservation v Sale and Transfer of Credits, and
banks and explain how available mitigation Enforcement. The MCA must include the
credits at those banks will be purchased or terms and conditions for sale or transfer of
used in combination with new credits proposed mitigation credits, including
created under the MCA. If existing credits specific methods for reporting and
are not purchased, the MCA must explain maintaining records of credit creation,
why. release, use and sale. The MCA must also

v Biological Data. Include natural resources include enforcement provisions to ensure
evaluations that document biotic and credits are created and used appropriately,
abiotic baseline conditions, including past, along with a credit ledger and credit
current, and adjacent land uses, vegetation release schedule for all proposed credits
types, species information, topography, created under the MCA.

hydrology, and soil type.

5 Mandatory MCA elements can be found in the California Fish and Game Code §1856
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Process for Approval - CDFW may create mitigation credits through an approved MCA. The
process for approving an MCA is as follows:

1. Draft MCA. Any person or entity may submit a draft MCA to CDFW for review, revision,
approval, or disapproval. Within 5 days of deeming a draft MCA complete, CDFW must publish
a “notice of availability” regarding the agreement with the Governor’s Office of Planning and
Research, and with the city and county clerk of each county in which the agreement is
applicable. CDFW must also post the draft MCA on its website for public review.

2. 45-Day Comment Period. Upon publically posting the draft MCA, CDFW will hold a 45-day
comment period, following which the department will respond to written comments
submitted during the comment period.

3. Final Approval and Release Schedule. CDFW can enter into an MCA if it determines that the
required elements (above) have been met. In approving the MCA, CDFW will also approve a
mitigation credit release schedule, the terms of which will be specified in the MCA. CDFW will
ensure that credit releases are tied to performance-based milestones and achievements of
ecological performance standards. Once approved, the MCAs will be publically available on
CDFWs website.

For additional assistance preparing a Regional Conservation Investment
Strategy or in understanding AB 2087 (Levine), please contact:

Katerina Robinson Jennifer Garrison

Environmental and Energy Consulting California Department of Fish and Wildlife
katerina@caleec.com jennifer.garrison@wildlife.ca.gov

(831) 212-0601 (916) 653-9779

Energy Consulfing

o) EEC
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