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CHAPTER |

Introduction

The legislature of the State of California conferred all responsibility for the management of fish
and wildlife within the State to the California Department of Fish and Wildlife (Department).1 As
such the Department is the steward over wildlife within the State. One of the methods the
Department uses to achieve the goals of its mission is the acquisition, development, and management
of wildlife areas. Wildlife areas provide habitat for a wide array of plant and animal species, including
many that are listed for protection under state and federal endangered species acts. Some of the
state’s most important sites for wildlife conservation are designated Department wildlife areas.

In the mid 1980’s there was a sharp decline in the number of waterfowl in North America and
there was a desire to see that trend reversed. Representatives from many sectors of society including
government (State and Federal), non-profit organizations, and academia convened to address the
problem and develop a plan to correct it. As a result, the North American Waterfowl Management
Plan (NAWMP) was created. The Department became a signatory to the plan along with other
Federal and non-profit organizations. Under the NAWMP, the Department agreed to actively
participate in the restoration of North America’s waterfowl populations. One of the goals of the
NAWMP was for the creation of Habitat Joint Ventures across the continent where efforts would
be focused to improve waterfowl habitat. In California, the Central Valley Habitat Joint Venture
(CVHIJV) was created. The CVHJV is administered by the United States Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS). Other partners include public and private organizations such as the Department,
Department of Water Resources, Ducks Unlimited, California Waterfowl Association, and the
Audubon Society.

The Central Valley of California has long been recognized as an important waterfowl wintering
area because of its ample food supply and mild temperature. These attributes combine to support
more than sixty percent of the waterfowl populations in the Pacific Flyway (Bellrose 1980). The
CVHIV called for the creation of 120,000 acres of new wetlands and restoration or enhancement
of an additional 750,000 acres of seasonal wetlands within the Central Valley. In 1988, as a step
towards helping the CVHJV achieve some of the stated goals, the Department acquired property
adjacent to the Butte Sink in the Sacramento Valley to form the Upper Butte Basin Wildlife Area
(UBBWA). This land was selected because the Butte Sink has been recognized for its importance
to migratory waterfowl and has been ranked as the second most important waterfowl wintering
ground in the conterminous United States. In addition, this area was targeted in the NAWMP for

1 At the direction of Assembly Bill 2402 (Huffman) and Governor Brown, the name of the California Department of Fish and Game
has been changed to the "California Department of Fish and Wildlife" as of January 1, 2013. Literature citations prior to the
change have retained the original reference throughout this document.
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protection. The Butte Sink was once a wetland teeming with wildlife ranging from tule elk to
waterfowl. Huge flocks of migratory waterfowl would spend the winter in the sink seeking food
and shelter. Seeds and invertebrates, abundant in moist soil plant habitat, are important food sources.
Vegetation growth is well supported at the area because water drains from surrounding areas and
collects in low elevation sinks, creating conditions for natural wetland and riparian development.
Frequent floods and slow drainage provides seasonally favorable conditions for wildlife species
including waterfowl, shorebirds, neo-tropical migratory birds, resident songbirds, upland and big
game species, and anadromous and resident fish species. The combination of historic early flooding
and late drainage of the sink contributed to limited economic opportunities such as farming or other
agricultural practices. Consequently, the majority of the land within the Butte Sink was left fallow
or managed for wildlife habitat.

Over time the Butte Sink ecosystem has been profoundly altered by human activity. Beginning in
the mid 1800’s the adverse effects of hydraulic mining for gold upstream in the Sierra Nevada
were prevalent, and tremendous accumulation of sediment in rivers and on floodplains occurred
downstream of the mining. The demand for additional fertile agricultural land in the valley led to
the implementation of large-scale reclamation and flood control projects to protect and enhance
private lowlands. Levees and dams were eventually constructed to control flooding along the
Sacramento River, Feather River, Butte Creek, the Cherokee Canal, and the northern end of the
Butte Sink.

More recently, the majority of lands adjacent to the Butte Sink were developed for grazing and
farming. Wetland conservation is still occurring on private lands being managed as private
waterfowl] hunting clubs. The historic culture of waterfowl hunting continues to this day on
private lands throughout the area. Many of the lands within the Butte Sink are managed as private
wetlands which obtain water from either agricultural run-off or Butte Creek water rights. The water
supply is impacted by water transfers, conservation measures, waste discharge and water quality
requirements, and the need to leave adequate levels of water for fish. Therefore, a major challenge
for public and private wetland managers is trying to manage for both migratory and resident species
on a year round basis. In order to accomplish year round management of these managed wetlands,
a stable and reliable water supply must be made available or secured.

Prior to acquisition by the Department in 1988, some lands that are now within the boundaries of
UBBWA were converted from seasonal wetlands with riparian corridors to agricultural lands
predominately for commercial rice production. The Department’s goals upon acquisition of
UBBWA were to restore habitat for wetland dependent species and to develop riparian habitat
corridors for wildlife along Butte Creek.

The Department created the UBBWA to help protect the unique resources that provide substantial
environmental, social, and economic benefits. Located in the north central portion of the
Sacramento Valley, UBBWA is situated in both Glenn and Butte Counties. The Wildlife Area is
comprised of three units and totals more than 9,597 acres. Those units, from north to south, are
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Llano Seco (LS), Howard Slough (HS), and Little Dry Creek (LDC). LDC and LS are located in
southwestern Butte County and HS is in southeastern Glenn County (Figures 1 and 2).
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Figure 1 Vicinity Map
Vicinity Map
Upper Butte Basin Wildlife Area
Spnngs
9
Orland Hamilton City :
Chico
Grapit
Durham
Ordbend
” ) Lake
- Llano W9 | Oroville
Seco State
\ R 1
- g
; Glenn
Willows
6 Howard Thermalito Oroville
Slough | 162 South Oroville
Codora
s Lig::eliry Palermo
/ Biggs
">
Central <
Delvan Stegeman Gridley o
S AN r B m e\ Wit o YRR I & Iy
Loma
Live Oak
]
&
g
Corten.
o Colusa South Butte 9
-~ Melio
West Butte 99
) 45
Williams . Sutter
20 | i
v U Yuba City : =
’X South Yuba City Linda
N Olivehurst
SOURCE: Figure 1
DFG Lands, April 2012
Bing Maps - (¢) 2009 Microsoft Corporation and E Project Area 0 2 4 8
its data suppliers I — \liles
Upper Butte Basin Wildlife Area -4 ESA/ 204412

Final Land Management Plan

January 2013



I.  Introduction

Figure 2 Upper Butte Basin Wildlife Area
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More than 240 vertebrate species have been identified on the area since its designation as a
wildlife area. There are numerous bird, mammal, reptile, amphibian, and fish species found
seasonally or year round at all three units of UBBWA (Appendix A).

Numerous species on or adjacent to the Area are listed under the State or Federal Endangered
Species Acts as endangered, threatened, or are protected under other regulations. These species
include the greater sandhill crane, bald eagle, peregrine falcon, western yellow-billed cuckoo,
California hibiscus, valley elderberry longhorn beetles, and spring and fall run chinook salmon. In late
summer, early migrating waterfowl begin arriving and their numbers continue to increase through
December when frequently, there are more than 600,000 individuals on the area. The most common
waterfowl species are northern pintail, American wigeon, mallard, wood duck, green-winged teal,
snow and white-fronted geese. Long legged shorebirds such as great blue herons, black-crown
night herons, white faced ibis, common and snowy egrets, American bitterns, and long-billed
curlews use the area for roosting and feeding, frequently following the irrigation rotations
throughout the summer. Short legged shorebirds such as dowitchers, sandpipers, greater and
lesser yellowlegs, black-necked stilts and American avocets are winter visitors using the area for
foraging and are especially noticeable in the early fall and late winter in response to storms along
the California coast.

Coyotes, raccoons, gray fox, grey squirrels, deer, mountain lions, bobcats, and ringtail are
mammals found within the riparian zones. Waterways are home to resident aquatic mammals
such as beaver, muskrats, mink, and river otters. The extensive water system maintained on the
UBBWA harbors large numbers of fish, amphibians, and invertebrates. Resident fish include
many introduced species such as catfish, largemouth bass, carp, and smaller species such as
inland silversides, mosquito fish, and threadfin shad. The LS Unit is the only unit with vernal
pool habitat and supports a broad assemblage of vernal pool species in areas where agricultural
disturbance has been minimal.

This Land Management Plan (LMP) represents the commitment by the Department to manage
the resources of the UBBWA in accordance with the laws of the United States and the State
of California, incorporating the best available scientific information and professional judgment.
It also incorporates the commitment of the Department to coordinate and cooperate with UBBWA
neighbors, other local interests, and other conservation entities that are active throughout the region.
This LMP proposes practical, science-based management and conservation of the natural resources,
including provisions for compatible agriculture and public recreational use. The plan is based on
an ecosystem approach to habitat management consistent with the principles conveyed through the
Bay-Delta Program (CALFED), as implemented by California Bay-Delta Authority (CBDA),
Ecosystem Restoration Program (ERP), and the Department. This LMP is intended to guide habitat
management utilizing natural processes to create a sustainable system over the long term. This
ecosystem-based management approach is intended to benefit both common and sensitive species
of wildlife and plants. It may also contribute to the recovery of state and federally listed species.
The LMP has been developed in accordance with the Department’s Guide and Annotated Outline
for Writing Land Management Plans (California Department of Fish and Game 2003).
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The Mission of the California Department of Fish and Wildlife

The mission of the Department is to manage California’s diverse fish, wildlife, and plant resources,
and the habitats upon which they depend, for their ecological values and for their use and enjoyment
by the public.

The Department of Fish and Wildlife maintains native fish, wildlife, plant species and natural
communities for their intrinsic and ecological value and their benefits to people. This includes
habitat protection and maintenance in a sufficient amount and quality to ensure the survival of all
species and natural communities. The Department is also responsible for the diversified use of
fish and wildlife including recreational, commercial, scientific and educational uses.

A. Purpose of Acquisition

California is renowned as a land of magnificent natural scenery and a wealth of wildlife. Some of
the state’s most important sites for wildlife are Department lands designated by the Fish & Game
Commission as wildlife areas. These wildlife areas, including the UBBWA, provide habitat for a
wide array of plant and animal species, including many that are listed for protection under state
and federal endangered species acts or otherwise protected due to their rarity.

Consistent with its mission, the Department administers 240 state wildlife areas and ecological
reserves encompassing approximately 891,000 acres of wildlife habitat. These areas are located
throughout the state. Major facilities in the Central Valley include Upper Butte Basin, Gray Lodge,
Los Banos, North Grasslands, Grizzly Island, and Yolo Bypass Wildlife Areas. The Department’s
stated purpose in managing these wildlife areas is: “fo protect and enhance habitat for wildlife
species, and to provide the public with compatible, wildlife-related recreational uses.”

The protection and enhancement of habitat for wildlife is the principal natural resource management
consideration for the UBBWA. This LMP also focuses on the management of wildlife-related
recreational activities that are compatible with the diverse mosaic of habitats. The Department
is committed to providing appropriate compatible public recreation consistent with the natural
resource needs of the area within the three management units that comprise the UBBWA.

As previously stated, the UBBWA consists of three management units (Little Dry Creek, Howard
Slough, and Llano Seco) totaling 9,597 acres. The LDC Unit was purchased primarily to protect,
restore, and enhance wetland, riparian, and valley oak woodland ecosystems and to protect and
restore endangered and threatened species that may be present in the area (Schmidt 1989).
Additional acquisition goals included increasing wintering and nesting waterfowl habitat, benefits
to game and non-game species, increased opportunities for warm-water fishing, hunting
opportunities, and other uses such as outdoor education. The HS Unit was purchased to provide
agricultural wetlands to benefit waterfowl and to enhance the riparian habitat along Butte Creek
and Little Butte Creek for wildlife (Schmidt 1993, Schmidt & Broddrick 1993). The LS Unit
was purchased for the preservation, restoration, and enhancement of historic interior wetlands
and waterfowl habitat (Schmidt 1991).
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B. Acquisition History

The 4,022 acre LDC Unit was acquired on behalf of the Department by the Wildlife Conservation
Board (WCB) between 1988 and 2011 (Appendix B). Initially this area was known as Upper Butte
Sink Wildlife Area. The name was changed in 1991 as the area expanded and was separated from
the management of Gray Lodge Wildlife Area, under which it had been included upon inception.
For acquisition, the WCB combined $7,719,933 in funding from the 1984 Fish and Wildlife
Habitat Enhancement Fund, Interior Wetlands, Environmental License Plate Fund, and California
Wildlife, Coastal and Park Land Conservation Fund of 1988. These lands were historically used
to grow rice, other cereal grains, and to provide pasture for grazing livestock.

The HS Unit was created through four separate acquisitions that occurred between 1990 and 1993
(Appendix B). For acquisition, the WCB combined $9,250,150.50 in funding from the California
Wildlife, Coastal and Park Land Conservation Fund of 1988, Wildlife and Natural Areas
Conservation Fund, Inland Wetlands Conservation Fund, Natural Areas Conservation Fund, and
the Environmental License Plate Fund. The total acquisition covered just over 4,000 acres. Prior
to acquisition, the land was used to grow commercial rice, other cereal grains, and also had some
extensive remnant stands of multi-trophic level riparian habitat.

The LS Unit was acquired by WCB as a single parcel in 1991, at a cost of $2,300,000 (Appendix B).
For acquisition, the WCB used funds from the California Wildlife, Coastal and Park Land
Conservation Fund of 1988. The land acquired had previously been grazed and used to grow
commercial rice. This was a cooperative acquisition between the USFWS, The Nature Conservancy
(TNC) and the Department through the WCB. The Department’s portion of this acquisition was
1,521 acres.

C. Acquisition and Role of the Wildlife Conservation
Board

The WCB is an independent board with authority and funding to carry out an acquisition and
development program for wildlife conservation (California Fish and Game Code Section 1300 et
seq.). The primary responsibilities of the WCB are to select, authorize, and allocate funds for the
purchase of land and waters suitable for recreation purposes and for the preservation, protection,
and restoration of wildlife habitat. The three main functions of the WCB are land acquisition,
habitat restoration, and development of wildlife-oriented, public access facilities. The acquisition
program is administered pursuant to the WCB’s original enabling legislation, the Wildlife
Conservation Law of 1947 (Fish and Game Code Section 1300 et seq.), with land acquisition being
a component of all WCB programs. The WCB acquires real property or rights in real property on
behalf of the Department and can also grant funds to other governmental entities or nonprofit
organizations to acquire real property or rights in real property. The acquisition activities are carried
out in conjunction with and based on recommended priorities for proposed acquisitions by the
Department. These purchases were exempt from the California Environmental Quality Act
(CEQA) under Section 15313, of the State CEQA Guidelines (Class 13 Categorical Exemption),
for the acquisition of land for wildlife protection purposes.
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D. Purpose of this Land Management Plan
The purposes for the development of this Land Management Plan (LMP) are:

1. To guide management of habitats, species, and programs described herein to achieve the
Department’s mission to protect and enhance plant and animal values

2. To direct an ecosystem approach to managing the UBBWA in coordination with the
objectives of the CALFED ERP

Serve as a guide for appropriate public uses of the property

4. Direct the management of the UBBWA in a manner that promotes cooperative
relationships with adjoining private-property owners

5. To serve as a descriptive inventory of fish, wildlife, and native plant habitats which occur
on or use this property

6. Provide an overview of the property’s operation, maintenance, and personnel requirements
to implement the management goals. It serves as an aid for annual regional budget
preparation

7. Provide a description of potential and actual environmental impacts and subsequent
mitigation which may occur during the management, and contains environmental
documentation to comply with state and federal statutes and regulations

This LMP represents the commitment by the Department to manage the resources of the UBBWA
in accordance with the laws of the United States and the State of California, incorporating the best
available scientific information and professional judgment. It also incorporates the commitment
of the Department to coordinate and cooperate with UBBWA neighbors, other local interests, and
other conservation entities that are active throughout the region. This LMP proposes practical,
science-based management and conservation of the natural resources, including provisions for
compatible agriculture and public recreation use. The plan is based on an ecosystem approach to
habitat management consistent with the principles conveyed through CALFED. This LMP is
intended to contribute to habitat management that utilizes natural processes where possible to
create a sustainable system over the long term. This ecosystem-based management approach
is intended to benefit both common and sensitive species of wildlife and plants. It may also
contribute to the recovery of state and federally listed species. The LMP has been developed in
accordance with the Department’s Guide and Annotated Outline for Writing Land Management
Plans (California Department of Fish and Game 2003).

E. Planning Process

This LMP was prepared by the Department with the benefit of extensive public input and
coordination with other public and private entities which operate in the immediate region. The
Department provided overall guidance to the planning process and was involved in all aspects
of its development. The development of the LMP was funded through Proposition 40, and the
contents coordinated with other resource agencies, and the public. The planning process was guided
by the general policy parameters that direct the Department, including compliance with all state
and federal laws. The Department’s mission, the purpose of the wildlife areas, and the purpose of
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the LMP, as stated in this chapter, provided broad direction for the development of this LMP.
Finally, the objectives established through the CALFED ERP were considered as guidelines for
this LMP. The ERP goals include recovering endangered and other at-risk species, maintaining
ecological processes, restoring expanses of habitat to support species, limiting nonnative invasive
species, and improving water and sediment quality. The planning process focused on the development
of three major forms of input that all contributed to the LMP: public input, science and analysis,
and integrated planning.

Public input was obtained through an extensive public-outreach program. Science and analysis was
established through the development of a detailed property inventory for all of the units within

the UBBWA. Information was obtained through a literature search, meetings with knowledgeable

individuals, on-site field analysis, and review of various technical studies. Integrated planning
included meetings with local, state, and federal districts and agencies that manage and regulate
other public properties.

F. Environmental Analysis

An Initial Study (IS) pursuant to CEQA had been prepared in conjunction with the Draft LMP.
This assessment evaluates the potential environmental impacts of the continued operation of the
UBBWA under the provisions of the Draft LMP. The IS for the LMP is found in Appendix C,
“Environmental Review.” This assessment recommends that a Negative Declaration be approved
for the project; a finding that the project would not have a significant impact on the environment.
The draft plan was submitted to the State Clearing House for public review and comments were
received. The Department’s response to public comment and the notice of determination to
approve this final plan is documented in “Appendix C’.

G. Relationship of this Land Management Plan to
CALFED

Senate Bill 1653 (Costa) established the California Bay-Delta Act where

under existing law, certain state and federal agencies with management and

regulatory responsibilities in the San Francisco Bay/Sacramento-San Joaquin

Delta Estuary participate in the CALFED Bay-Delta Program for the purposes of

improving ecosystem quality, water supply reliability, water quality, and the

integrity of the levees and channels in the bay-delta. The CALFED Final Programmatic
Environmental Impact Statement and Environmental Impact Report (CALFED Final PEIS/EIR)
provides a broad, programmatic analysis of the general effect of implementing the multiple
components of CALFED over a 30-year period (2000-2030) across two-thirds of the state of
California. The analysis of impacts in the CALFED Final PEIS/EIR is not intended to address
any site-specific environmental effects of individual projects; therefore, the analysis of direct,
indirect, and cumulative impacts contained in the CALFED programmatic document are not
sufficiently detailed to evaluate effects of the proposed LMP on the UBBWA. Preparation of the
Draft LMP for the UBBWA included reviews of applicable chapters and sections contained in
the CALFED Final PEIS/EIR and the Record of Decision (ROD) on the Final PEIS/EIR to
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develop background information, assess consistency of the proposed LMP with the CALFED
Preferred Program Alternative, and provide mitigation guidance.

The proposed LMP is intended to be consistent with the programmatic guidance contained in the
CALFED programs and Final PEIS/EIR. Furthermore, it is intended to be consistent with the
Multi-Species Conservation Strategy (MSCS), which is part of the comprehensive regulatory
compliance strategy that is integrated with the CALFED Final PEIS/EIR.

Review of the resource sections of the CALFED Final PEIS/EIR included identification of mitigation
strategies which address potential significant impacts on special-status wildlife species, important
wildlife use areas, and agricultural lands. These mitigation strategies serve as the basis for
development of strategic elements that are incorporated into the LMP management goals and
tasks, thereby avoiding potential significant impacts. Refer to Chapter V, “Management Goals,”
of this Final LMP for further discussion.

H. Organization of this Land Management Plan
This Preliminary Draft LMP for the UBBWA is organized as follows:

o Chapter I, “Introduction,” summarizes the purpose of the land acquisition for the UBBWA,
acquisition history, purpose of the LMP, and the planning process. This chapter also explains
the scope and uses of this LMP and describes the relationship of this LMP to CALFED.

o Chapter II, “Property Description and Management Setting,” summarizes the most current
information available to describe the geographical setting, property boundaries and
easements, existing infrastructure, and management setting, including any legal constraints
and existing agreements and descriptions of existing working partnerships with other
agencies, and nonprofit groups. This chapter (along with Chapter I1I) also will serve as
part of the environmental setting of the IS.

e Chapter Ill, “Habitat and Species Description,” describes the primary existing resource
conditions on the property and includes a discussion on planning influences and
considerations. It will also serve as the environmental setting of the IS.

o Chapter IV, “Compatible Resource Management and Public Use, ” describes the compatible
public uses of the UBBWA consistent with the purpose of acquisition and the process
followed to determine compatibility of various recreational activities considered.

o Chapter V, “Management Goals,” describes the resource management direction of the LMP
and the project description necessary for performing environmental review pursuant
to CEQA.

e Chapter VI, “Operations and Maintenance,” guides the budget preparation and work plans
for the property; summarizes the number of existing staff employed at the property and
any additional requirements for personnel; summarizes all estimated operations and
maintenance costs associated with management of the property; identifies potential funding
sources.

o Chapter VII, “Future Revisions to the Plan,” describes a process that will be implemented
to update and accommodate revisions to the LMP. Climate change strategies are also
discussed.

o Chapter VIII, “References”
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e Appendix A, “Species List for the Upper Butte Basin Wildlife Area”
e Appendix B, “Acquisition History and Agreements in Place at UBBWA”

o Appendix C, “Environmental Review IS/ND, NOC, NOD, Comment Letters, and
Response to Comments”

e Appendix D, “Soils at UBBWA”
e Appendix E, “Plant Species Known to Occur On or Near the UBBWA”
o Appendix F, “Special Status Species Known to Occur On or Near UBBWA”
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CHAPTER I

Property Description and Management Setting

This chapter describes the existing geographic setting of the UBBWA, including the Wildlife
Area boundaries, associated management units, and existing easements. Existing infrastructure
and management (i.e. water delivery and management, roads, levees, utilities, and houses and
other structures) are also discussed. This chapter also describes the existing management setting
of the UBBWA, including legal constraints and existing agreements.

A. Geographical Setting

The UBBWA is located in the Sacramento Valley along the western boundary of Butte County
and the eastern boundary of Glenn County. It is bisected by State Highway 162 and is located
approximately halfway between State Highway 99 and State Highway 45 in the Pennington, West
of Biggs, Butte City, Llano Seco, and Nelson U.S.G.S. 7.5 minute quadrangles.

The UBBWA is located roughly 60 miles north of Sacramento. UBBWA is within the jurisdiction
of the Department’s North Central Region (Region 2) and it consists of three distinct units. Those
units are, from south to north, LDC (Figure 3), HS (Figure 4), and LS (Figure 5). LDC and LS are
located in Butte County while HS is located in Glenn County. Butte Creek serves as the western
boundary for the LDC Unit and the eastern boundary of the HS Unit. The northwestern corner of
LDC and the southeastern corner of HS meet in the center of Butte Creek at Afton Road.

The LDC Unit is located in southwestern Butte County. It is located approximately 5 miles north
of the Sutter Buttes and 10 miles west of the town of Gridley. The southern boundary is the Colusa
Gridley Highway, the western boundary is Butte Creek, the northern boundary is Afton Road, and
the eastern boundary is the Cherokee Canal. The legal description of LDC is T18N R1E including
all or parts of Sections 17, 20, 21, 22, 23, 26, 27, 28, 29, 32, and 33.

The HS Unit is located in southeastern Glenn County roughly six miles east of Butte City. The
unit is bordered on the east by Butte Creek, on the south by Afton Road, and on the west, not
directly adjacent by ZZ Road. The area is also bisected by State Highway 162 and is roughly
11 miles west of State Highway 99. The southeast corner of HS and the northwest corner of
LDC touch in the center of Butte Creek at Afton Road. The legal description for HS is: TI9N
R1E and includes all or parts of sections 8, 9, 19, 20, 29, 30, 31, and 32.

The LS Unit is located in Butte County and the eastern border is Seven Mile Lane. The Llano
Seco Unit was a part of Rancho Llano Seco, which was an unsurveyed Spanish Land Grant.
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Figure 3 Little Dry Creek Unit
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Figure 4 Howard Slough Unit
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