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February 2025 Draft Lithium Valley Specific Plan
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natural environment, infrastructure including but not limited to highways, roadways, structures,
intelligent transportation systems elements, on-ramps and off-ramps, and appurtenant
features including but not limited to fencing, lighting, signage, drainage, guardrail, slopes and
landscaping.

Safety

Safety is one of Caltrans’ strategic goals. Caltrans strives to make the year 2050 the first

year without a single death or serious injury on California’s roads. We strive for more equitable
outcomes for the transportation network’s diverse users. To achieve these ambitious goals,
we will pursue meaningful collaboration with our partners. We

encourage the implementation of new technologies, innovations, and best practices

that will enhance the safety of the transportation network. These pursuits are ambitious

and urgent, and their accomplishment involves a focused departure from the status

quo as we continue to institutionalize safety in all our work.

Land Use and Smart Growth

Caltrans recognizes a strong link between transportation and land use. Development

can significantly impact traffic and congestion on State transportation facilities. In particular,
the pattern of land use can affect both local vehicle miles traveled and the number of trips.

Caltrans supports collaboration with local agencies to work towards a safe, functional,
interconnected, multi-modal transportation network integrated through applicable
“smart growth” type land use planning and policies.

Caltrans is committed to prioritizing equitable projects that provide meaningful benefits
to historically underserved communities. This will ultimately improve transportation accessibility
and the quality of life for people in the communities we serve.

Noise

The applicant must be informed that in accordance with 23 Code of Federal
Regulations (CFR) 772, Caltrans is not responsible for existing or future traffic noise
impacts associated with the existing configuration of State Route (SR)-111, SR-86, and
SR-78.

Multimodal System Planning
Please include Caltrans State Routes (SR) and R/W lines on various figures and maps,
particularly Figure 3-1 Land Use Map, and Figures in Chapter 5 Circulation & Transportation.

Based on the maps in the Draft Lithium Valley Specific Plan (LVSP) document, the project area
directly impacts SR-111 and is less than a mile to SR-115, 3.5 miles to SR-78, and 6.3 miles to
SR-86.

Please include SR-115 as part of the project maps and exhibits.

“Improving lives and communities through transportation.”
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Please consider the need for improvements along SR-111 at Edkins, Lindsay, Sinclair,
Pound, English and Davis Road intersections.

The converting of sections of SR-111 from Calipatria north to Sinclair Road to a four-lane
facility. Please consider the following:
- Consider a more robust structural section for heavy truck traffic.
- Consider full 8-10 feet width shoulders for emergency services, breakdowns and
drainage.

Dedicated transit lanes along SR-111 along with Commercial Nodes, Intermodal Rail Yard, and
Public Transit HUB. Consider all this movement when it comes time to design the intersections.

Intelligent Transportation System (ITS) improvements along SR-111 will need to be connected
back to Caltrans’ Transportation Management Center (TMC).

Please be advised that major utility improvements including sewer, water, fiberoptic, etc.,
would need to be encased across Caltrans’ R/W.

No impacts to State facilities will be allowed as a result of the proposed floodplain
improvements to the New River and Alamo River.

On page 100, Figure 5-5 Cross-Section, the dike is called out next to the curb. Caltrans
recommends either a dike or a curb. The minimum shoulder width for a two-lane State
highway is 8 feet. The standard outside shoulder width for a four-lane State highway is 10 feet.

Also, the concrete barrier and center median are shown in the same cross-section. Please
show a separate cross section showing the concrete barrier as needed.

According to table 302.1 of the Highway Design Manual (HDM), inside shoulders need to have
a 5-foot width.

In addition, when on-street parking is allowed, the preferred shoulder width is 10 feet.

On pagel28, Figure 6-4, Drainage Infra Opportunities, the legend for drain extensions for
improved flow conditions to the sea does not match what is shown on the map. Please clarify.

Hydraulics
Please provide hydraulic studies, drainage and grading plans to Caltrans for review.

Please provide a pre- and post-development hydraulics and hydrology study. Show drainage
configurations and patterns.

Provide drainage plans and details. Please include detention basin details of inlets/outlets.

Provide a contour grading plan with legible callouts and minimal building data. Show
drainage patterns.

“Improving lives and communities through transportation.”
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For all plans, please show Caltrans’ R/W.

Caltrans generally does not allow development projects to impact hydraulics within the
State’s R/W. Any modification to the existing Caltrans drainage and/or increased runoff to
State facilities will not be allowed.

Complete Streets
Caltrans’ Complete Streets consultation shall be requested for the following:

- Asindividual development projects located in the LVSP are submitted for review,
complete streets elements will be considered, and input will be provided by the
Caltrans Complete Streets Branch.

- The two (2) current proposed locations of the Concept Public Transportation Hubs are
adjacent to SR-111 (referenced on page 35-36 of the Draft Specific Plan). As this
concept becomes a viable project, close consultation with Caltrans will be required to
further determine access to the Hub and impacts to SR-111. These comments will also
apply to the Transit Network Map on page 112 of the Draft Specific Plan.

- Also, the project should always seek transit consultation from the Imperial County
Transportation Commission as they are the administrators and operators of the transit
network in Imperial County.

- The Conceptual Pedestrian Pathway proposed currently does not have a direct
connection to SR-111, if that changes and connections to the State system are
proposed Caltrans review will be required.

- The two (2) proposed Intermodal Rail Hub locations (referenced on page 36 of the
Draft Specific Plan) present a need to cross SR-111 and potentially impact the
complete streets connectivity of SR-111 where new rail crossings may be developed. In
addition, page 108 of the Draft Specific Plan states, “Phase 2 Private Rail lines may be
constructed to provide immediate rail connections to industry users...proximity to the
existing rail line will ensure efficient freight...” considering the existing rail line is located
east of SR-111, Caltrans will need to further analyze operational impacts to SR-111 as it
relates to additions/modifications to rail operations in the project area.

Figure 5-8 Bicycle Network Map and Figure 5-7 Bridges of the LVSP document, show a
proposed four-lane segment on SR-111. To address potential bottlenecks, the traffic analysis
needs to include the four-lane segment at SR-111 north of Calipatria.

Right-of-Way
Per Business and Profession Code 8771, perpetuation of survey monuments by a licensed land
surveyor is required, if they are being destroyed by any construction.

Any work performed within Caltrans’ R/W will require discretionary review and approval by
Caltrans, and an encroachment permit will be required for any work within the Caltrans’ R/W

“Improving lives and communities through transportation.”
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION SUMMARY
Proponent: Imperial County

Obijective: The objective of the Lithium Valley Specific Plan that has been prepared by the
County of Imperial to proactively establish a clear path forward towards an environmentally
conscious employment hub, called Lithium Valley, which will assist in meeting the nation’s
increasing demands for lithium and other minerals present in the Salton Sea Known
Geothermal Resource Area (KGRA).

Primary Project activities include the development of the Lithium Valley Specific Plan (LVSP
or the Plan), a regulatory document that establishes a guidebook for streamlined development
in the area, crafted from community and stakeholder input. The Plan guides the
implementation of land use regulations, design guidelines, transportation networks, and
infrastructure policies tailored to support the uniqgue community-based needs of the Lithium
Valley region. The Plan Area requires extensive development in terms of infrastructure,
roadways, and utilities to achieve the vision for this part of Imperial County.

Location: The LVSP spans approximately 51,622 acres adjacent to the southeastern shoreline
of the Salton Sea, addresses the transformation of primarily undeveloped land.

Timeframe: The LVSP will be in effect when approved by the County of Imperial and be in
effect until such time it is repealed and/or revised by the County.

COMMENTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

CDFW offers the comments and recommendations below to assist the County of Imperial in
adequately identifying the Plan’s significant, or potentially significant, direct and indirect
impacts on fish and wildlife (biological) resources. These comments are not part of the
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) process and CDFW reserves the right to make
comments on the Draft Programmatic Environmental Impact Report for the LVSP.

Section 1 Introduction and Intent

Comment 1: Section 1.5 Relationship to the General Plan and Other Planning Documents,
Page 13

CDFW recommends that the Salton Sea Management Program (SSMP) Phase I: 10 Year Plan
be included in the other planning documents that are reviewed and referenced. The Phase I: 10
Year Plan provides a guidance document for the implementation of 29,800 acres of habitat
restoration and dust suppression projects required by State Water Resources Control Board
Stipulated Water Order 2017-0134.

Comment 2: Section 1.6 CEQA Compliance, Page 14

CDFW recommends that, as required by Section 15092(b) of the Guidelines for the
Environmental Quality Act, California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) compliance be
finalized prior to approval for any projects covered under this Specific Plan. CDFW requests
that a copy of the Draft Programmatic Environmental Impact Report (PEIR) be provided to the
CDFW Salton Sea Program.
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Comment 3: Section 1.9 Community Engagement, p 21

“The feedback received during the public review period which addressed significant
environmental issues was considered and responded to in the Final PEIR and where
appropriate, reflected in revisions to the Draft Specific Plan.” Please provide CDFW the Final
PEIR and the SCH Number for this document.

Section 2 Vision and Guiding Principles

Comment 4: Figure 2-3 Lithium Valley Concept Map, p. 33

In this figure, Pound Rd is shown extending west of Davis Road toward the Salton Sea. Pound
Road does not presently extend west of Davis Road, and other figures in the Plan do not show
this westward extension. If this depiction is intentional, CDFW recommends a consultation
with USFWS and CDFW as the addition of this section of the road may enter into existing
marsh habitat.

Section 3 Land Use

Comment 5: Figure 3-1, Section 3.2, page 36

CDFW recommends the “Conservation” land use designation for Morton Bay area due to the
importance of the existing resources as rail and desert pupfish habitat. “Playas Restoration"
land use designation would be acceptable if existing surface habitat and resources are
conserved. Directional drilling from adjacent parcels could still exploit geothermal resources
that underlay this area.

Comment 6: Figure 3-1, Section 3.2, page 36

Areas west of Davis Road and north of Alamo River are designated as Green Industrial and
Playas Renewables land use designations in Figure 3-1. This area contains important desert
pupfish, Yuma Ridgway’s rail, and black rail habitat. CDFW recommends that areas with
occupied rail habitat not be included in Green Industrial and/or Playas Renewable land use
designations. CDFW recommends that areas of occupied rail habitat be designated as
“Conservation” land use designation. Directional drilling could be allowed under these parcels
(see Comment re Section 3.2.10 below). Alternatively, the Green Industrial and/or Playas
Renewables land use designations could be revised to allow for occupied pupfish or rail
habitat to be conserved within these designations. CDFW also recommends that any
development minimizes impacts to existing hydrologic flow patterns and occupied habitat of
special status species.

Comment 7: Figure 3-1, Section 3.2, page 36

Differences between roadway classifications are unclear in map. Suggest use of different
colors/patterns for different roadway classifications. Additionally, the map is very dense with
details that would be better represented in a larger map.

Comment 8: 3.2.9 River Corridor Page 46

The Plan states, “The proposed Alamo River corridor would require a width of 950 feet, while
the New River corridor would necessitate 1,275 feet.” Widening the New River Corridor may
impact the existing SSMP Salton Sea Species Conservation Habitat (SCH) project.

Comment 9: 3.2.10 Conservation, p. 48.

CDFW suggest that directional drilling could be allowed under “Conservation” land use
designation with the permission of the landowner (if mineral rights are not severed) of affected
parcels and/or the holder of the mineral rights for those parcel(s) with severed mineral rights.
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Comment 10: 3.6 / Table 3-3 Land Use Goal, Policies, and Programs, p. 63

Policy LU-9: “Habitat Clusters: Create a network of habitat clusters of approximately two
acres minimum to support wildlife and bird migration.” CDFW proposes incorporating
connective corridors between habitats wherever feasible.

Section 4, Development & Design Standards

Comment 11: General Comment

CDFW proposes using the term “native vegetation” in lieu of “drought-tolerant vegetation”
consistently across all planning documents. All vegetation native to the region is drought-
tolerant, but the term “drought-tolerant vegetation” refers to many plants of exotic origin that
have a potential to have a negative impact on the local habitats. All landscape vegetation
and/or vegetation used for restoration/dust suppression should use plants native to the area to
the extent feasible. Invasive non-native plant species not to be used include those species
listed on the California Exotic Pest Plant Council's list of "Exotic Pest Plants of Greatest
Ecological Concern in California.” A copy of the complete list can be obtained by contacting
the California Invasive Plant Council by phone at (510) 843-3902, at their website at
www.cal-ipc.org, or by email at info@cal-ipc.org.

Comment 12: 4.1.1 Standard Design Conditions for unique locations, p. 70

CDFW recommends adding a standard design condition to have an Invasive Plant Species
Control Plan or equivalent for sensitive habitats, such as areas adjacent to conservation and
river corridors.

Section 5 Circulation & Transportation Comments

Comment 13: 5.1.2 Truck Routes, p. 101

The industrial local 2-lane route of Davis Road for trucks through the Imperial Wildlife Area
Wister Unit (conservation area) will negatively impact wildlife and recreational resources, and
special status species such as the endangered desert pupfish, Yuma Ridgway’s rail, and
California black rail, as well as the abundant waterfowl, marsh birds, and shorebirds that
occupy the area. Noise and lights from the trucks will impair habitat usage by wildlife,
recreational uses by hunters, fishermen, campers, and safety of the public using these
resources. Any negative impacts would need compensation, avoidance, and minimization
measures. Construct industrial local routes to allow wildlife crossings.

Comment 14: 5.1.2 Truck Routes, p. 101

Need further research to determine if conservation area closure of Davis Road, Alcott Road,
and Beach Road is in effect during waterfowl season. Ask Cris Crecelius (760)359-0577 or
(760)636-6118 Cristopher.Crecelius@wildlife.ca.gov for specifics of closure.

Comment 15: 5.1.2 Truck Routes, p. 101

Additional sources of lighting from truck routes and facilities adjacent to the conservation area
will disrupt wildlife occupation and hunting activities within the conservation area. Wildlife
will be more prone to staying away from lit areas rendering loss of habitat usage. This effect
will also affect hunters and recreation on the conservation area. A lighting buffer of 450 feet
away from the conservation area should be put in place with mitigation measures to avoid
light pollution from new buildings and roads.

Comment 16: 5.1.2 Truck Routes, p. 101

Expansion of road surfaces, addition of roundabouts, rest areas, and loading/unloading along
Davis Road within the conservation area takes away habitat for wildlife and will need to be
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compensated.

Comment 17: Figure 5-6 Truck Routes, p. 103

A section of Davis Road north of Alamo River is shown going through a CDFW Parcel
managed as the Hazard Unit of the USFWS Sonny Bono Salton Sea National Wildlife Area.
CDFW recommends a consultation with both USFWS and CDFW as this may be incompatible
with wildlife area management, for example due to commercial traffic noise impacts.

The map also shows a traffic route labeled as “proposed truck route” and “Industrial local / 2
lanes” going through sensitive habitat in Wister State Wildlife Area via Davis Road, which
would be incompatible with wildlife area management.

Comment 18: Figure 5-7 Bridges, p. 105

Please note that there are multiple bridges across Davis Road at agricultural drains north of
Sinclair Road which are not marked on the map. Some of these bridges may require
improvement or replacement, such as the bridge at Z drain on Davis Road, which is one lane
only.

Comment 19: Figure 5-8 Bicycle Network Map, p. 107

Adding a bicycle route through the Imperial Wildlife Area Wister Unit will increase illegal
access to the conservation area such as trespassing, and the potential for off-road users such as
e-bikers, mountain bikers, and OHV. CDFW suggests rerouting the bicycle route out of the
non-public access sections of the conservation area. We propose a reroute onto county roads to
Alcott Road to Davis Road to Beach Road to the Salton Sea.

Comment 20: Figure 5-9 Rail Network Alternatives Map, p. 110
A line titled “Conceptual Phase 2 Private Rail Lines” appears to bisect Sonny Bono National
Wildlife Refuge. Please add Sonny Bono NWR on the map.

Section 6 Infrastructure

Comment 21: 6.1 Water pp. 116-117

Table 6-1 estimates the anticipated water supply demand for Phase 1 to be 48,023 acre-feet per
year. Section 6.1.2 states that to meet the project water demand, “water will be purchased from
the 11D by the Special District.” With ongoing water reductions, the proposed water use
associated with the Plan may reduce inflow from agricultural fields into drains that are desert
pupfish habitat and/or that support marsh areas that are habitat for listed species.

Comment 22: 6.1 Water, Figure 6-1 Proposed Water System, p. 118

The figure depicts a large water storge facility ( > 10 million gallon) located west of Pound
Road, on the northern shore of Morton Bay. Placement of the water storage facility and
associated infrastructure at this location may impact occupied rail habitat. CDFW recommends
a consultation with both USFWS and CDFW regarding placement of such facilities.

Comment 23: 6.2 Wastewater, Figure 6-2 Proposed Wastewater System, p. 122
Phase 2 wastewater lines appear to be proposed within and/or to IWA. Please consult CDFW
Lands Program.

Comment 24: 6.2 Wastewater, Figure 6-2 Proposed Wastewater System, p. 122
The addition of wastewater lines within county roads, Noffsinger Road and Davis Road,
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should not interfere with water drains and lines supporting the conservation area. If possible,
move wastewater line from Noffsinger Road to Alcott Road.

Comment 25: 6.2 Wastewater, Figure 6-2 Proposed Wastewater System, p. 122

The map depicts two “Proposed WWTP” locations. The proposed wastewater treatment plant
located closer to the Salton Sea shore appears to be either adjacent or within Sony Bono NWR
boundary, which would be potentially incompatible with protection of sensitive habitats. A
higher resolution map with land ownership information would be necessary to assess potential
impacts of the placement of such facilities.

Comment 26: 6.3 Stormwater and Drainage, 6.3.2 Floodplain Recommendations p. 123

The Plan states: “One option would involve the creation of river corridors for the Alamo River
and New River that are wide enough to contain and convey the 100-year peak flow.” Please
define "creation of river corridors" specifically to clarify whether it involves recontouring of
the existing land surface within the corridor. CDFW recommends that any development
minimize impacts to existing hydrologic flow patterns and occupied habitat of special status
species.

Comment 27: 6.3.3 Drainage Recommendations, B. Conveyance Drains, p. 127

The Plan states, “The 11D drains are primarily used currently for agricultural irrigation.
However, based on the proposed land use plan, a large portion of the Specific Plan Area is
designated for uses other than agriculture. This change in land use over time would slowly
eliminate the need for irrigation water supply through 11D Drains within the Specific Plan
Area. A select network of these drains can be converted to interceptor swales and stormwater
channels to convey stormwater runoff from the parcels to the rivers or Salton Sea.” However if
occupied by desert pupfish, these drains would require this water supply to continue in order
to avoid take of this species. These drains should be reviewed carefully to determine if this
would impact pupfish or downstream habitat, including rail habitat. In addition, harmful
runoff and other non-point source pollution could be introduced into areas that have not had
this stressor in the past.

Additionally, the QSA ITP 2081-2003-024-006 specifically addresses desert pupfish and their
habitat in Conditions of Approval (COP) 4.j.i-xix. The portion of Imperial Irrigation District
(IID) drains that are downstream of the first check structure are considered to be desert
pupfish habitat. QSA ITP COP 4.j.ii states “The Permittee will maintain the current amount of
potential pupfish drain habitat (expressed as linear channel distance) over the term of the
Permit.” Any conversion of desert pupfish habitat to another purpose will impact 11D’s ability
to comply with the regulatory requirements of the QSA ITP.

Section 6.3.3.B of the LVSP also states, “Positive drainage can be achieved by clearing out
and extending drains out to Salton Sea in strategic locations; however, this will require
permitting through several regulatory agencies.” However, once again this is an action that is
addressed in QSA ITP COP 4.j.ii that states “This will be accomplished as the Sea recedes by
extending or modifying existing 11D and Coachella Valley Water District drains or by
maintaining the suitability of naturally created drain channels”. Extension to the Sea were only
anticipated by QSA ITP COP 4.j.i until such time that “... The Salton Sea become unsuitable
for pupfish™. This salinity threshold has been reached and 11D is currently working on a
Connectivity Plan as required by this COP. Any proposed drain extensions, connections,
and/or conversion need to be in compliance with the QSA ITP. Conversions of pupfish drains
to stormwater conveyance channels would likely not be in accord with the regulatory
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requirements of the QSA ITP.

Comment 28: Figure 6-4 Drainage Infrastructure Opportunities, p. 128

Drain extensions have the potential to impact habitat for pupfish/rails. Widening of both the
Alamo and New River corridors to accommodate 100 year peak flows may impact SCH
project and future expansion concepts

Comment 29: 6.8 / Table 6-5 Infrastructure Goal, Policies and Programs, p. 145

The Plan states: “I1-9: Plan and build/convert 11D drains and canals to dedicated stormwater
channels to convey local drainage out to the rivers or the Salton Sea at strategic locations in a
phased manner as the land use changes from agriculture to other activities and demand for
irrigation water supply within the Specific Plan Area slowly decreases.” Please consult CDFW
regarding potential impacts to the pupfish populations in occupied drains.

CONCLUSION

CDFW appreciates the opportunity to comment on the Lithium Valley Specific Plan to assist
Imperial County Planning and Development Services Department in identifying and
mitigating Project impacts on biological resources.

Questions regarding this letter or further coordination should be directed to Maria Davydova-
Flores, Senior Environmental Scientist Specialist, at (760) 851-4200 or at Maria.Davydova-
Flores@Wildlife.ca.gov .

Sincerely,

Tonya Marshall
Salton Sea Program Manager
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TELEPHONE: (442) 265-1800
FAX: (442) 265-1799

150 SOUTH NINTH STREET
EL CENTRO, CA 92243-2850

DISTRICT

May 5, 2025

Mr. Jim Minnick

Planning & Development Services Director
801 Main St.

El Centro, CA 92243

SUBJECT: Imperial County (Draft) Lithium Valley Specific Plan
Dear Mr. Minnick:

The Imperial County Air Pollution Control District (“Air District”) thanks you for the opportunity to
review the February 2025 Draft Lithium Valley Specific Plan (LVSP), the purpose of which is to
establish a clear path forward towards an environmentally conscious employment hub, called
Lithium Valley, which will assist in meeting the nation’s increasing demands for lithium and other
minerals present in the Salton Sea Known Geothermal Resource Area (KGRA).

The Air District reviewed the DLVSP for consistency with federal and state air pollution laws and
local air district rules and regulations. In multiple areas the Air District identified text that was
either ambiguous or conflicts with current existing laws and regulations. For example, the
statement “in cases of conflict between the Lithium Valley Specific Plan and the Imperial County
Municipal Code, or its Land Use Ordinance, the provisions of the Specific Plan take precedence

Ii’!

and control” (page 7), gives the impression that the LVSP takes precedence over federal and state
air pollution laws and regulations, which it does not. Additionally, Section 3.2.4 discusses dust
suppression on exposed playas. There are several adopted plans that currently require mitigation
of exposed playas. Other ambiguities include the interchangeable use of “mitigation” and
"suppression” for dust control. In addition, please remove all references to monitors and replace

with “sensors.”

All projects proposed for the LVSP must undergo review by the County, of which the Air District
is part. To avoid conflict and ambiguity going forward, the Air District is requesting further
discussion to clarify the issues.

Sincerely,
Wbﬂotw SMAC%

Ica Soucier
APC Division Manager

IC Draft LVSP Pagelofl

AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY / AFFIRMATIVE ACTION EMPLOYER
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I ID www.iid.com

A century of service Since 1911

May 5, 2025
Via Personal Delivery & Email

Imperial County Planning and Development Services Department
Attn: Jim Minnick, Planning & Development Services Director

801 Main Street

El Centro, CA 92243

RE: Imperial Irrigation District’s Comments Regarding the County of Imperial Lithium
Valley Specific Plan, February 2025 Draft

Dear Mr. Minnick:

Imperial Irrigation District (/ID) appreciates this opportunity to submit comments regarding the
County of Imperial (County) Lithium Valley Specific Plan, February 2025 Draft (Draft Specific
Plan or plan). While this letter provides [ID's comments regarding the Draft Specific Plan, 11D
anticipates further discussions and coordination with the County prior to the completion and
release of a final Lithium Valley Specific Plan. IID has identified general and specific comments
for the County’s review and consideration. However, there are a number of questions IID has
that are not answered by the Draft Specific Plan and, in those instances, IID may have
additional comments once those questions are answered.

The Draft Specific Plan is intended to “outline a comprehensive framework to transform the
Imperial Valley into a hub for renewable energy, mineral recovery, manufacturing and logistics
across 51,662 acres adjacent to the Salton Sea.” (pg. 15) The County's Vision Statement for
the Draft Specific Plan is the following:

Lithium Valley is a dynamic and prosperous region that prioritizes public health

and local jobs in innovative clean energy industries. Lithium Valley aims to lead

the way toward energy independence, a domestic supply of critical minerals, and

a reduction in global emissions, by harnessing Imperial County’s geothermal and

other natural resources. Through collaboration, Lithium Valley increases

economic opportunity, enhances infrastructure, and creates lasting benefits for

the community. (pgs. 15-16)

Specific plans provide a bridge between the General Plan and Zoning Code for the
development of a particular geographic area. California Government Code Section 65450
states that a specific plan provides “for the systematic implementation of the general plan for

IMPERIAL IRRICATION DISTRICT - PO BOX 937 . IMPERIAL, CA 92251
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Draft Imperial County Lithium Valley Specific Plan
May 5, 2025

all or part of the area covered by the general plan.” Specific plans can vary significantly from
presenting broad policy concepts to detailed direction on the type, location, and design of
projects. 11D recognizes that the Draft Specific Plan is an ambitious effort given the magnitude
of the plan area and the complexity of the infrastructure anticipated for the development
anticipated within that plan area.

The level of detail and information that the County provided in the Draft Specific Plan and will
provide in the Programmatic Environmental Impact Report (PEIR) and final Lithium Valley
Specific Plan will significantly affect the subsequent use of the plan and the PEIR for future
development and the extent to which those will expedite development within the plan area.
Currently, the Draft Specific Plan does not provide the level of detail IID needs in order to
provide specific information that the County is seeking or to determine what impacts to and
changes will be needed for IID’s facilities and services to accommodate the development and
new infrastructure anticipated by the plan. This is discussed in further detail in the comments
provided below.

General Comments

1. The associated PEIR must analyze all impacts of the Draft Specific Plan related to [ID
facilities (water and power) and must include all mitigation measures to be implemented
by all entities and agencies that will be responsible. Given the magnitude of the Draft
Specific Plan and the scope of changes anticipated to be made to this geographic
region, while also not yet providing site-specific and project-specific information, 1D
anticipates that subsequent environmental analysis will be required for the anticipated
development within the Draft Specific Plan. Such subsequent analysis must comply with
the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), which may require additional
environmental documents, such as mitigated negative declarations and environmental
impact reports.

2. The Draft Specific Plan recognizes that it does not apply to land owned by the City of
Calipatria pursuant to California Government Code sections 53090 et seq. and an
Attorney General Opinion (68 Ops.Cal.Atty.Gen. 114 (1985)). However, these statutes
and the Attorney General Opinion also apply to 1ID. According to the Attorney General
QOpinion, it was determined in 40 Ops.Cal Atty.Gen. 243 (1962) that “by virtue of the
definition of ‘local agency’ and the exclusions contained therein in section 53090 cities
and counties were mutually exempt from each other’s building and zoning ordinances,
whether acting in a governmental or proprietary capacity.” Section 53080 also excludes
state agencies. Accordingly, in 56 Ops.Cal Atty.Gen. 210 (1873) the Attorney General's
Office, "relying heavily on the 1962 opinion and common law principles, concluded that
a district agricultural association, as a stafe agency, was exempt from city building and
zoning ordinances.” And further “concluded that the district agricultural association’s
fessee, under a ground lease for the construction of a hotel complex and an advertising
display on the state property under a 55-year lease, would also be exempt from local
regulations.” Water Code section 20570 states that “It is reaffirmed that [irrigation]
districts are state agencies formed and existing for governmental purposes.” Therefore,
these statutes and Attorney General Opinions would likewise apply to IID and the Draft
Specific Plan needs to recognize this.

Page 2 of 13
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Draft Imperial County Lithium Valley Specific Plan
May 5, 2025

3. The Draft Specific Plan anticipates or necessitates the acquisition of a substantial
amount of property and facilities, whether by fee ftitle or easements, for various
purposes. This is not addressed in any way in the Draft Specific Plan. 11D recognizes
that a specific plan typically includes discussions about land uses, development
intensity, and public facilities, but the acquisition of property and facilities for these
purposes is not a primary focus. However, this Draft Specific Plan is unique in the
magnitude, location and purpose of the plan area such that many components of this
Draft Specific Plan are reliant on a substantial amount of property and facilities being
acquired and must be acquired for the Draft Specific Plan to be implemented in any
way. There must be discussion about this and what is to occur if such property cannot
be acquired. Nevertheless, this may also be a basis for subsequent CEQA analysis
where this Draft Specific Plan does not address what will be done in instances where
property and/or facilities have not been acquired to implement some aspect of the Draft
Specific Plan.

4. Any planned upgrades to [ID’s power system typically stems from proposed
development projects either by a generation resource requesting interconnection or a
load facility requesting service. For this reason, lID can only provide limited and general
comments, unless or until site-specific and project-specific information is provided.

5. The Draft Specific Plan identifies an expected demand of 2.6 GW/h (2,642 MW/h) at the
projected buildout {pg. 131), which would quadruple IID’s historic peak load. The Draft
Specific Plan also identifies 519 MW/h of energy production (pg. 131), but [ID only has
projects in the early study stage of the process and not yet known what transmission
upgrades will be required. As a result, what is anticipated in the Draft Specific Plan
would so significantly change and affect [ID’s power system that it is impossible to
provide any level of detailed information on what that would actually require (e.g.
infrastructure, routes, property acquisition, etc.)

6. The Draft Specific Plan anticipates the formation of an Infrastructure Special District,
which is introduced in Chapter 6. It is also stated that until the Special District is formed,
“any references to a Special District shall be undertaken by the County or its designee.”
(pg. 116) "Water” is one of the “infrastructure components” intended to be funded and
managed by the Special District. However, it is unclear from the Draft Specific Plan how
the County or the newly formed Special District would work and exactly what would be
“undertaken.” Even a simple explanation of what water users this Special District would
serve is not provided. Would the County/Special District only serve new uses and not
existing uses? Or treated water uses? Or municipal/commercial/industrial wastewater
and/or stormflows or flood flows? The Draft Specific Plan simply provides for the
formation of the Special District, but does not provide sufficient detail in how that would
work initially or into the future. And to that end, when it is stated that the references to
the Special District will be references to the County until the district is formed is not
explained in any level of detail. What does that mean and to what extent will the County
undertake anything that would otherwise be undertaken by the Special District? Would
the County retain anything and not transition it to the Special District? How would any
responsibilities, obligations or authority be transferred to the Special District? And then
it extends even further to the County’s designee. What does that mean? Would that
include a non-governmental agency acting independent of the County and the Special
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District? More information needs to be provided in order for IID to provide meaningful
input on this aspect of the Draft Specific Plan.

7. 1D is not now and does not anticipate in the future to be a flood control district. 11D is an
irrigation district and provides drainage for its water users. There are significant legal
differences between a flood control district and an irrigation district that the Draft Specific
Plan does not address. There are also significant issues that would be created for water
users and customers within lID that are not identified or examined within the Specific
Plan. Impacts that would occur as a result of the creation of a flood control district would
need to be fully analyzed and explained within the PEIR. |ID’s drains are designed to
provide drainage for the water it delivers to its customers through its conveyance
system. IID’s drains are not designed to accommodate stormwater flows or flood flows.
11D would not support connecting 11D facilities to or converting any IID facilities to flood
control facilities.

8. Priorto the release of the Draft Specific Plan, [ID was not aware of the County's intention
to prepare a Water Master Plan (WMP) to identify the infrastructure and "strategies” to
provide water supplies to meet the anticipated demands for Phases 2 and 3. 1D is willing
to consult with the County on this concept and approach, but more information must be
provided for IID to provide meaningful input. A WMP is not a document IID has prepared
or contributed to before now and it is currently unclear whether this would in fact be the
correct mechanism to accomplish the desired objectives. D is available to consult with
the County to discuss the process and potential mechanisms to address water supply
and infrastructure needs. But it is premature to determine whether this will include a
WMP as the Draft Specific Plan proposes.

9. The Draft Specific Plan mentions that the County will secure water supplies through
negotiations with |ID, particularly with regard to the proposed Phase 1 demand. (pgs.
18, 140) However, 11D is not aware of these negotiations. Further, what it is exactly that
is or will be negotiated or renegotiated? [ID addresses water supply and infrastructure
needs and issues with non-agricultural uses on a project-by-project basis considering
site-specific and project-specific details. 11D is available to discuss the proposed
approaches to meet water supply demands, but lID can only provide limited and general
comments, unless or until site-specific and project-specific information is provided.

10. There will need to be further discussion and coordination with 11D to ensure that the
Draft Specific Plan requirements do not interfere with, prevent, or otherwise affect lID’s
mitigation obligations under the Quantification Settlement Agreement (QSA), and
related permits, including the implementation of IID’s Salton Sea Air Quality Mitigation
Program.

11.Photo credits should be provided for all photos acquired from websites or other sources.

Specific Comments

12.Page 10: Section 1.3 states “extensive community engagement efforts were performed,
including workshops, meetings with technical advisory groups, Native American
consultation, and meetings with an Environmental Justice Working Group.” However,
there were no substantive direct meetings with 11D staff prior to the release of the Draft
Specific Plan to discuss the particular aspects of the plan that affect [ID and its services,
operations, land, and facilities. Major components of the Draft Specific Plan will
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significantly and dramatically impact 1ID. 11D has not agreed to these components of the
Draft Specific Plan and will need to be extensively involved in every step of the
development processes anticipated to occur according to the plan.

13.Page 10: Section 1.4 states “The Salton Sea is maintained by agricultural runoff from
the Imperial and Coachella valleys and now supports an ecosystem that attracts
hundreds of migratory bird species and other wildlife.” The word "now” needs to be
deleted. The Salton Sea has always supported an ecosystem that attracts birds and
other wildlife, but the composition of that ecosystem has changed over the years. In
recent years, the ecosystem has been changing such that it attracts fewer birds and
wildlife due to the salinity levels of the Sea.

14.Page 10: Section 1.4 states that “elevated salinity levels and environmental toxins
caused by lack of inflow and increase of pollutants from the New River and Alamo River
have significantly harmed fish and bird populations, leading to a decline in their
numbers.” This statement is conclusory, but provides no basis or citation supporting this
conclusion. There is also no acknowledgement that the Salton Sea is a terminal lake
and with no outflow and the effect of evaporation, salinity levels will continue to increase
regardless of other factors. Further, it is unclear what is meant by “lack of inflow.”

15.Page 11: Section 1.4 states that the Draft Specific Plan does not apply to 160 acres of
fand owned by the City of Calipatria, where the City operates the Calipatria Wastewater
Treatment Plant, citing California Government Code Section 53090 et seq. and an
Attorney General Opinion (68 Ops.Cal.Atty.Gen. 114, 118 {1985). This section should
be modified to recognize that these statutes and Attorney General Opinion also apply
to 1ID. {See comment #2)

16.Page 14: Section 1.5 provides a list of “plans and policy documents that were reviewed
and referenced to better understand existing conditions, planned improvements, and
policy synergies...,” which includes the “Imperial Irrigation District (iID) Integrated
Regional Water Management Plan (2008).” However, this is not an {ID document. This
is actually titled the “Imperial Integrated Regional Water Management Plan” and was
the result of a collaborative process among stakeholders that formed the “Imperial
Water Forum.” While the Imperial IRWMP was adopted by [ID, the County, and the City
of Imperial, the Water Forum authorized the City of Imperial to serve as the Property 84
grant administrator. 1D currently provides water to new non-agricultural projects
pursuant to lID's Rules and Regulations Governing the Distribution and Use of Water,
the Equitable Distribution Plan and the Interim Water Supply Policy for Non-Agricultural
Projects, as well as any future rules, regulations, or policies developed to further provide
for water supplies for non-agricultural water users.

17.Page 18: The summary of the Water section of Chapter 6 states that “Future water
supply for subsequent phases are intended to be guided by a comprehensive Water
Master Plan (WMP)" However, this does not apply to Phase 1. This section states that
"Phase 1 water supply, estimated at approximately 48,023 acre-feet per year, will be
secured through negotiations with [ID.” The Draft Specific Plan does not explain what
this means and how this will work if not part of the WMP. Further, the Draft Specific Plan
needs to provide how this volume of water within Phase 1 will be supported under the
existing capacity limitations of [[D’s conveyance system or whether canal augmentation,
piping, or pumping will be required in certain areas and what is associated with those
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actions. The Draft Specific Plan should consider some or all of lID's canals and laterals
are operating at capacity during peak flows.

18.Page 18: The summary of the Wastewater section of Chapter 6 states that "Upgrades
to existing WWTPs in Niland and Calipatria, as well as the construction of new facilities,
will align with regulatory compliance, enhance water quality, and contribute o Salton
Sea mitigation efforts.” It is unclear how upgrades to existing WWTPs would contribute
to Salton Sea mitigation efforts. There is no explanation. (See comment #33)

19.Page 19: The following statement is incorrect: “Local entities such as the Imperial
Irrigation District (11D} and Imperial County oversee compliance, maintenance, and flood
control objectives, including hydrologic data collection, flood warnings, and ensuring
private development compliance with FEMA policies.” 11D does not oversee the items
listed in this statement.

20.Page 24: Figure 1-3 displays Community Engagement Highlights. In this figure, it shows
at the top right a pie chart labeled “Primary Audience” and has “Agency Stakeholders”
at 3%. This term is not used anywhere else in the Draft Specific Plan. Therefore, it is
unclear what this includes and what is meant by “Primary Audience.” ||D would guess
that it would be considered an agency stakeholder. The 3% seems to be representative
or even a little higher than the actual level of engagement that occurred with lID. Given
how significantly the Draft Specific Plan affects 11D and its services, operations, land,
and facilities, |ID would have anticipated more engagement regarding the plan and to
be recognized as an important audience for the plan. (See comment #12)

21.Pages 32-33. Figure 2-2 displays the Lithium Valley Vision. Figure 2-3 displays a
Concept Map. Within both figures, 11D's Managed Marsh Complex (MMC) is within the
“Conservation” land use designation, but is bordered by a rail track, commercial node,
and public transportation hub. The MMC and similar conservation areas, such as the
Imperial Wildlife Areas and Sonny Bono National Refuge, are inhabited by various
protected bird species, some endangered. Without further information and analysis, the
proposed facilities (rail track, commercial node, and public transportation hub) adjacent
to the conservation areas, and specifically the MMC, are not compatible and may resuilt
in significant impacts to biological resources.

22.Paqge 40: Section 3.2.4 states “As the Salton Sea recedes, the exposed playas become
a major source of fugitive dust containing harmful elements that have accumulated from
agricultural runoff over decades.” This is an inaccurate statement that needs to be
deleted or revised to be accurate. First, a source of fugitive dust can only exist if there
are PM emissions making it a source of fugitive dust. To state that simply because
playas become exposed they are automatically a major source of fugitive dust is a jump
that cannot be made because it does not account for situations when the playa is not
emissive. Second, not all exposed playa is emissive and if they are not emissive, they
are not a source of fugitive dust, let alone a major source. Third, this statement does
not account for exposed playa on which restoration and dust suppression projects are
located. Fourth, this statement refers to “harmful elements that have accumulated from
agricultural runoff over decades,” but does not explain what those would be and targets
the agricuttural industry that sustains the Imperial Valley community. There is no basis
provided for this statement. In fact, several studies have been conducted to evaluate
the health risk, specifically the elemental composition of playa dust and sediment and
whether it is unique from native desert material. (Vogl and Henry (2002), Xu et al.
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(2016), Frie et al. (2017) and (2019), Biddle et al. (2023), IID Salton Sea Air Quality
Mitigation Program.) Findings indicate that concentrations of toxic metals were either
below the method detection limit, or if above detection limits, were indistinguishable
between the playa and desert. The concept that playa dust is exceptionally high in toxic
metals is not supported by the current body of research. The current analyses of aerosol
and sub-aerial soil samples from the playa and desert surrounding the Salton Sea
suggest that until PM contaminant concentrations begin to exceed California EPA
reference exposure levels, the principal health concern is and will continue to be the
amount of PM being emitted rather than the composition. The dust itself (regardless of
composition) is the most important aspect to consider in terms of human health.

23.Page 43: Section 3.2.6 provides the Interim Agriculture land use designation. This
section states that the “intent of the Interim Agriculture designation is to retain
agricultural land until there is a need to transition to industry-driven uses outside their
primary designated areas.” This section also states that this “area allows the underlying
agricultural zones to remain in effect until Phase 3 is implemented.” And then the Phase
3 Zones will be activated, however the underlying agricultural uses will remain allowed
uses.” This is confusing. Does this mean the Specific Plan will always have this
designated as “Interim Agriculture,” but is ultimately intended to be zoned as “Green
Industrial” and “Manufacturing” as shown in Figure 3-3? While the agricultural uses will
remain allowed uses, the intention of the Draft Specific Plan appears to eliminate all
agricultural uses within the 51,622 acres of the plan area. The Draft Specific Plan and,
more importantly, the PEIR will need to analyze the long-term or permanent impacts
that result from such a significant change to the agricultural industry.

24.Page 68: Section 4.1.1.A.1. states that proposed development within 100 feet of the
Salton Sea shoreline will need to prepare a Dust Control Plan. However, it is unclear
what is mean by a “Dust Control Plan.” Is this a Dust Control Plan identified in the
Imperial County Air Pollution Control District's Rules or is it a generic reference to the
creation of some sort of dust control plan document? More specificity needs to be
provided. However, any such requirement should not be limited to this 100 feet within
the Salton Sea shoreline. Emissive dust (PM10 emissions) could occur at distances
greater than 100 feet from the Sea's shoreline. In fact, the closer to the shoreline, the
more likely that the soils are saturated and not emissive. Therefore, this requirement
does not appear to make scientific sense.

25.Pages 68-69: Section 4.1.1.A.2. provides a list of “dust suppression mechanisms.” Of
note, this section does not identify required Best Available Control Measures pursuant
to the Imperial County Air Pollution Control District Rules. Nevertheless, there is a
requirement in subdivision (f) for “other scientifically proven techniques not included
herein” must be approved by the County Planning and Development Services (PDS)
director. IID has compiled and shared a significant amount of scientific information and
data with the County and the Imperial County Air Pollution Control regarding surface
roughening, which is not listed within this section as a dust suppression mechanism.
More information can be found on IID's Salton Sea Air Quality Mitigation Program
website: https://saltonseaprogram.com/plan-and-design/. It is unclear whether this
section of the Draft Specific Plan will interfere with, prevent, or otherwise affect IID’s
implementation of its Salton Sea Air Quality Mitigation Program.
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26.Page 70: Section 4.1.1.E.1. states "The minimum setback from Conservation and River
Corridor areas shall be 50-feet from the property line to provide a buffer to these
environmentally-sensitive areas.” However, any conservation areas that are inhabited
by various candidate, threatened or endangered wili need a larger buffer than the 50
feet provided in the Draft Specific Plan. The applicable buffer will depend on the type of
species present and their protection status. Nevertheless, the Draft Specific Plan fails
to identify and dress the potential buffer areas that would be needed for candidate,
threatened, and endangered species under applicable federal and state laws and
regulations.

27 .Page 70: Section 4.1.1.E.4.c. provides for the planting of native vegetation as being
allowed within the 100-foot setback. However, this section of the Draft Specific Plan
should also address the management of invasive species within this 100-foot setback
as well.

28.Page 116: Section 6.1.1 refers to “unknown future water legislation.” This is speculative.
IID recommends changing this to “hydrologic and climate conditions impacting water
supplies.” This more accurately describes what is currently impacting water supplies
within the Colorado River Basin.

29.Page 116: Section 6.1.1 provides Table 6-1, which cites the “Imperial Irrigation District
IRWMP 2012.” This is not ID's document. (See comment #18.) Additionally, 11D is
concerned that this is the main source for determining the water supply demand in Table
6-1 and within the Draft Specific Plan as a whole. Many things have changed within
Imperial County since the IWRMP was last revised in 2012. It is unclear how what was
anticipated for the County in 2012 would now be the basis in 2025 for the Draft Specific
Plan for a more specific and limited geographic area for development that was not
planned or anticipated during the preparation of the IWRMP. Further work, compilation
of updated data for the proposed development, and other information needs to be
gathered and provided to support a more accurate water supply demand for the buildout
of the development in the Draft Specific Plan. Additionally, this section needs to include
how the water demand projected for Phase 1 will be satisfied/generated as it is
expressly excluded from the Water Master Plan (WMP).

30.Page 117: Section 6.1.2 states that to “meet the water demand and storage
requirements for Phase 1, twelve water storage facilities are recommended through the
Plan Area.” Does this anticipate raw or treated water to be stored? The use and storage
of raw water versus treated water needs to be explained. Additionally, this section is
silent on how the water demand of 48,024 acre-feet per year will be satisfied given the
existing infrastructure. The Draft Specific Plan should note that 1ID's canals and laterals
are currently at capacity limits during peak flows and explain what is anticipated in light
of this if it will not be addressed by the WMP.

31.Page 117: Section 6.1.2 provides that the “WMP will include the following strategies to
meet water demands, and will be supported by hydrologic analysis and requisite
environmental analysis and mitigation” with a list of a-d. Subsection (b) is "Enforce water
recycling requirements for industrial users.” “Recycled water’ has certain legal
meanings within California. The California State Water Resources Control Board
adopted Water Reclamation Requirements for Recycled Water Use (Order WQ 2016-
0068-DDW) on June 7, 2016 {(General Order). The General Order replaces 2014-0090-
DWQ General Waste Discharge Requirements for Recycled Water Use. The General
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Order establishes standard conditions for recycled water use and conditionally
delegates authority to an Administrator to manage a Water Recycling Program and
issue Water Recycling Permits to recycled water users. Only treated municipal
wastewater for non-potable uses can be permitted, such as landscape irrigation, crop
irrigation, dust control, industrial/commercial cooling, decorative fountains, etc. Potable
reuse activities are not authorized under this General Order. Does the Draft Specific
Plan refer to regulated “recycled water” or something less than that? What requirements
will be enforced and how? Are these requirements in addition to State requirements?

32.Page 117. Section 6.1.2 anticipates a WMP in “collaboration with 1ID.” Further, the
“WMP will identify specific infrastructure required to provide long-term water supply to
the Special District.” Then it is stated that the “WMP will include the following strategies
to meet water demands, and will be supported by hydrologic analysis and requisite
environmental analysis and mitigation” with a list of a-d. At the end of the list is the
statement “Develop new IID policy to meet water demands of non-agricultural beneficial
uses.” It seems this should be part of the list and was mistakenly not lettered
appropriately as subsection {e}. As such, among the list, this specific item would be a
legislative action of [ID alone and would not be the County’s responsibility. As such, it
would be more appropriate to discuss this separately and not as part of a strategy of
the WMP.

33.Page 121: Section 6.6.2 makes the conclusion that “Tertiary treatment, compared to
primary wastewater treatment options, could significantly contribute to Salton Sea
mitigation efforts and improve long-term environmental health issues.” It is unclear how
the tertiary treatment compared to primary wastewater treatment options contribute to
Salton Sea mitigation efforts. Salton Sea mitigation is required to mitigate impacts of
the QSA. The QSA did not result in wastewater treatment impacts. The Draft Specific
Plan does not explain what Salton Sea mitigation that would be benefited and how that
would occur from the tertiary treatment.

34.Pages 123-124: Section 6.3.2 provides fioodplain recommendations. However, this
section more specifically discusses the conversion of IID drains to County or flood
control district facilities and the use of river corridors to serve as a solution for wildlife
habitat and flood control. This section states that “To the extent feasible and agreed to
by local jurisdictions, drains and canals could be converted to storm water channels for
drainage conveyance since the proposed land use plan within the specific plan area
would reduce the area’s demand for irrigation water supply. IID could either transfer the
ownership of these drains at that point over to Imperial County or to a new Flood Control
District.”
The idea of the conversion of drains and canals to storm water channels for drainage
conveyance does not consider the need for facilities for an enormous portion of [ID's
service area where there are upstream water users who will need water conveyed and
drained despite the Draft Specific Plan and changes to the land within that area. Without
more analysis, including a complete hydraulic drainage system analysis, and
understanding of what this would require and how conveyance and drainage would
remain for upstream water users, this idea does not initially seem feasible.
Additionally, this section does not address what wouid need to be done to convert drains
that are habitat for endangered species into drains for flood control. It is unclear whether
the Draft Specific Plan is indicating that despite becoming flood control facilities, the
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drains would still serve as habitat for candidate, threatened, and endangered species.
This section assumes that the river corridors could be both habitat and the conveyance
of flood flows. However, some candidate, threatened, or endangered species may not
be able to be located within areas for flood flows. The Draft Specific Plan simply
assumes this could be done and as a result would “eliminate the need for future
developments to go through FEMA floodplain regulatory requirements and/for
eliminating requirements to carry flood insurance, thus significantly increasing the ease
of development.”
This section of the Draft Specific Plan does not provide sufficient information for HD to
provide meaningful input on this approach.

35.Page 128: Section 6.3.3.B. states that "Several of these [ID drains are in poor condition
and lack positive drainage to the Salton Sea, Alamo River, or the New River.” It is
unclear what is meant by “poor condition.” There are limitations on certain maintenance
activities where wetlands and/or candidate, threatened or endangered species may
exist. However, this does not necessarily mean a drain is in poor condition. The
conditions of drains should be assessed based on the current use of the drain and not
conceptual future uses. Additionally, it is unclear what “positive drainage” means. Does
that mean a direct connection to the Salton Sea, to the shoreline or o something else?
This sentence should be deleted or further explained and clarified.

36.Page 126 Section 6.3.3.B. states that "Adjacent drains can also be connected to the
drains that are extended to the Salton Sea to improve drainage and reduce the number
of outfalls fo the Salton Sea that need to be improved.” IID has certain desert pupfish
habitat connectivity requirements for its drains as a result of the QSA and the related
permits. This Draft Specific Plan cannot preclude or interfere with [ID’s mitigation
obligations. (See comment #10.) Additionally, the Draft Specific Plan does not consider
the environmental requirements and limits that would apply and need to be addressed
to accomplish this. Such environmental issues will need to be analyzed and addressed
in the PEIR.

37.Page 126: Section 6.3.3.B. states that “these canals have recently experienced frequent
flooding resulting from stormwater runoff as well as by sediments from the mountains
and overflows entering the Specific Plan Area.” This is an exaggeration to state that
there is “frequent flooding.” There was one recent unique extreme weather event that
resulted in significant sediment from the mountains and desert to be captured within the
East Highline Canal prevent further water flows in that canal for a relatively brief period
of time. {ID is not a flood contro! district and its facilities do not provide flood control.
Rather, the purpose and use of 1ID’s drains are 1o provide drainage of the runoff of the
water that 1D delivers to its customers. 1ID’s facilities do not prevent stormwater from
entering the drains, but the drains are not intended to provide flood control services. 1ID
provides drainage services. This distinction should be made in the Draft Specific Plan.

38.Page 127: Section 6.3.3.B. states that “The IID drains are primarily used currently for
agricultural irrigation.” This statement confuses the purpose of the canals and laterals
as compared to the drains. The irrigation water supply is conveyed through IID’s canals
and laterals to be delivered to water users, while the drains receive the discharged water
from the water user receiving the water supply from the canal and laterals.

39.Page 127: Section 6.3.3.B. also states that “based on the proposed land use plan, a
large portion of the Specific Plan Area is designated for uses other than agriculture. This
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change in land use over time would slowly eliminate the need for irrigation water supply
through 11D Drains within the Specific Plan Area.” Again, the irrigation water supply is
not conveyed through IID's drains. 1ID's canals and laterals convey the water supply
Also, this staterment assumes that drainage could be eliminated completely simply by
converting agricultural uses to non-agricultural uses. However, any land use receiving
water will need to discharge drainage water. Even if you assume that all agricultural
uses within the Draft Specific Plan area are converted to non-agricultura!l uses and all
non-agricultural uses are somehow able to eliminate all water discharges to |ID's
drainage system through on-site retention basins or other mechanisms, this disregards
irrigation water that may be conveyed to the MMC or other conservation areas within
the plan area that will need to be discharged. This also disregards an enormous portion
of IID’s service area where there are upstream water users who will need water
conveyed and discharged into [ID's drains despite the Draft Specific Plan. (See
comment #34.)

40.Page 127 Section 6.3.3.B. repeats what is stated in Section 6.3.2, specifically that “[ID
could either transfer the ownership of these drains at that point over to Imperial County
or to a new Flood Control District if desired for their long-term ownership, operation and
maintenance.” (See comment #34.)

41.Page 127: Section 6.3.3.B. states that “If there are IID customers for irrigation water
along the path of these stormwater channels, IID drains from adjacent block could be
rerouted to serve these customers in the interim condition....” The Draft Specific Plan
will need to provide more information on how this would be accomplished. Drains are
generally lower in elevation than canals and laterals delivering water to customers,
which means pumping would be required to use drains for water delivery purposes.
Also, irrigation and drainage water cannot be mixed due to applicable regulations,
including food and safety requirements. This portion of the Draft Specific Plan needs to
be reconsidered and a new approach taken to ensure all iogistical and legal issues are
appropriately addressed.

42 Page 127: Section 6.3.3.B. states that "when all agricultural use ceases, the rest of the
drains within the specific plan area could be abandoned.” This also disregards an
enormous portion of 1ID’s service area where there are upstream water users who will
need water conveyed and discharged into liD’s drains despite the Draft Specific Plan.
The complete abandonment of 1ID"s drains is infeasible. (See comment #31.)

43.Page 132. Figure 6-5 shows two new IID substations. 11D is anticipating at least 1 to 2
new switching stations for generation resources. However, this will not be sufficient to
serve the anticipated 2.6 GW/h of expected demand at the projected buildout in the
Draft Specific Plan. The new substations identified in Figure 6-5 would be insufficient to
meet that expected demand. However, without site-specific information, it is not
possible to identify where and how many substations would be needed to meet the
expected demand in the Draft Specific Plan.

44.Page 132: Figure 6-5 also indicates two new transmission lines, one of which is at the
500kV level. However, Figure 6-5 does not provide an end point and one is not indicated
in the text on page 131. 11D does not currently operate equipment at voltages above
230kV. The second line may be a previously proposed line that is currently suspended,
but there is no identification or discussion to know whether that is what is being
identified. The Draft Specific Plan simply states that these lines will be done without any
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analysis or discussion of how that would occur. This is insufficient information for IID to
provide any substantive comments.

45.Page 140: Policy I-1: Reliable Water Supply provides: “Consult with {[D to provide a
reliable water supply to the Special District through the preparation of a Water Master
Plan (WMP). Continue to report and renegotiate water supply based on more accurate
water demand calculations.” The WMP will not apply to Phase 1. What mechanism is
proposed for reliable water supply for Phase 1. (See comment #17.)

46.Page 140: Policy I-2: Special District provides that the Special District will “manage and
distribute water supply.” This should clarify whether the water is raw or treated water
that will be managed and distributed by the Special District.

47.Page 140: Policy I-3: Water Recycling provides that mineral recovery operations will be
required to recycle 20% of their water and every year this requirement will go up 10%
until it reaches an 80% water recycling requirement in 2055. |s this in addition to State
requirements? Or how does this fit into existing regulatory requirements for recycled
water within California? (See comment #31.)

48.Page 143: Under Water Programs I-1, it states that “At the time any non-geothermal or
mineral recovery development requests approval for The County of Imperial shall create
a new Special District...."” What does this mean? What is "non-geothermal”? Any other
industrial project? What is the trigger? When a project applies for a permit from the
County? The trigger stated here does not make sense. The timing is also unclear. At
the time a project seeks approval, can it wait for the Special District to be created and
everything for the Special District to be put in place? More information is needed.

49.Page 143: Under Water Programs |-2, it states that "A Water Master Plan will be
prepared that addresses the first phase of development and is programed to expand
based on phases 2 and 3 once they have been further defined. The Water Master Plan
shall be prepared in collaboration with 1ID....” lID was not aware of the County’s
intention to prepare a WMP. 11D is willing to consult with the County on this concept and
approach, but more information must be provided for 1ID to provide meaningful input.
Additionally, this contradicts statements in other places of the Draft Specific Plan that
state the WMP will not apply to Phase 1. This should be reconciled. (See comment #8.)

50. Page 145: Under Wastewater Programs |-9, it states “Plan and build/convert IID drains
and canals to dedicated stormwater channels to convey local drainage out to the rivers
or the Salton Sea at strategic locations in a phased manner as the land use changes
from agriculture to other activities and demand for irrigation water supply within the
Specific Plan Area slowly decreases.” (See comment #34.)

51.Page 146: Under Electrical Transmission Programs [-14, it states “Continue
consultation with [I1D to establish a programmatic transmission plan....” Prior to the
release of the Draft Specific Plan, {1D was not aware of the County's intention to prepare
a programmatic transmission plan. No references are made to this in any other part of
the Draft Specific Plan, let alone any sort of explanation of how this would be done. IID
can only provide limited and general comments, unless or until site-specific and project-
specific information is provided. (See comment #4.)

52.Page 160: Table 8-1 provides Maintenance Responsibilities. This should be modified to
be consistent with the text of the Draft Specific Plan. Is the Community Services District
the Special District? What type of “Water” does this refer to, raw or treated water? (See
comment #46.)
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Draft Imperial County Lithium Valley Specific Plan
May 5, 2025

53.Page A-4: Appendix A Community Engagement Tracking. Is the 8/23/2025 meeting
noted a “proposed” future meeting? If so, please note.

54.Page A-6: Appendix A Community Engagement Tracking. The meeting identified as
9/14/2023 via Zoom with IID should note “IID Water Department and General Manager'.

55.Page A-8: Appendix A Community Engagement Tracking. The meeting identified as
10/18/2023 via Microsoft Teams should note “lID Water Department”.

56.Page A-25: Appendix A Community Engagement Tracking. The meeting identified as
5/3/2024 via Microsoft Teams should note who the meeting was held with.

57.Page A-29: Appendix A Community Engagement Tracking. The meeting identified on
8/26/2024 via Webex should note “IID Water and Power Departments”.

58.Page A-31: Appendix A Community Engagement Tracking. Is the 9/3/2025 meeting
noted a “proposed” future meeting? If so, please note.

59.Page B-1: Appendix B Recommended Landscape Plant Palette includes the Arizona
cypress (Cupressus glabra), Joshua trees ( Yucca brevifolia), and Mojave yucca (Yucca
schidigera). While the Arizona cypress and Joshua trees are native California species,
they are not native to the Imperial County. The Mojave yucca is native to parts of the
Sonoran and Mojave deserts, but are not commonly found within Imperial Valley or at
the Salton Sea. IID does not use these plant species within Salton Sea projects. 1D is
also not aware of these species being used within any State projects at the Salton Sea.
Below are plant species that IID uses at project sites within the Salton Sea area that are
not included in Appendix B.

Trees Shrubs
Black willow (Salix gooddingii) Desert broom (Baccharis sarothroides)
Cottonwood (Populus Fremontii) Mule fat (Baccharis salicifolia)

IID looks forward to further coordination and discussions with the County regarding the Lithium
Valley Specific Plan.

Sincerely,

(Pt

Joanna Smith Hoff
Deputy General Counsel

Cc:  Jamie Asbury, General Manager
Geoff Holbrook, General Counsel
Mike Pacheco, Water Manager
Tina Shields, Water Manager
Matt Smelser, Power Manager
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WENTOF 7 United States Department of the Interior p1sm Wi puv

SERVICE

U.S. FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE
Ecological Services
Palm Springs Fish and Wildlife Office
), o 777 East Tahquitz Canyon Way, Suite 208
4RcH 3,\° Palm Springs, California 92262

In Reply Refer to:
2024-0046381-CEQA-002-IMP
May 5, 2025
Sent Electronically
Jim Minnick
Director
County of Imperial Planning and Development Services Department
801 Main Street
El Centro, California 92243

Bari Bean

Deputy CEO - Natural Resources
County of Imperial

940 West Main Street, Suite 208
El Centro, California 92243

Subject:  Notice of Draft Lithium Valley Specific Plan, Public Comment Letter, County of
Imperial, California

Dear Jim Minnick and Bari Bean:

This letter is in response to your email correspondence dated February 14, 2025, soliciting

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s (Service) comments on possible effects the County of Imperial
Lithium Valley Specific Plan, February 2025 Draft (Specific Plan) may have on the environment
and suggestions on alternatives, avoidance/minimization/mitigation measures, and ways the
Specific Plan may be revised to reduce or avoid significant environmental impacts to biological
resources. Since January 2023, Service staff participated in the Lithium Valley Specific Plan
Land Use Development Technical Advisory Group; and as such, we attended several meetings,
reviewed the Baseline Study and Alternatives Analysis (Rick Engineering 2023), and provided
initial guidance to help County of Imperial avoid and minimize adverse impacts on public trust
resources. This letter also serves as a reiteration of many of the concerns raised in the Service’s
comment letter on the Notice of Preparation (NOP) for an Environmental Impact Report (EIR)
submitted on February 20, 2024, regarding possible effects associated with future implementation
of projects identified in the initial draft of the Specific Plan (2024-0046381-CEQA-001-IMP)
dated December 7, 2023.

The Specific Plan was prepared by the County of Imperial to proactively establish a clear path
forward towards an environmentally conscious employment hub, called Lithium Valley, which
will assist in meeting the nation’s increasing demands for lithium and other minerals present in
the Salton Sea Known Geothermal Resource Area (KGRA). We understand that the intent of the
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Specific Plan is to provide a framework and guidance for the development of renewable energy
sources, such as geothermal and solar energy, lithium extraction, associated industrial uses, and
infrastructure improvements, while minimizing adverse effects on the environment and public
health. The Specific Plan, and planned submittal of the Programmatic Environmental Impact
Report (PEIR), is expected to evaluate land use alternatives to support renewable energy industries
that include the necessary facilities and infrastructure within an approximately 51,786-acre area
southeast of the Salton Sea. The development in the Specific Plan area is driven by Federal and
state renewable energy and greenhouse gas reduction goals, with a focus on providing resources
for battery-powered vehicles.

Existing land cover in the Specific Plan boundary consists of various natural community habitats
including wetlands, riparian areas, desert scrub, and barren/rock outcrop. These habitats provide
resources for a variety of wildlife species, including aquatic invertebrates, fish, waterbirds,
wading birds, shorebirds, songbirds, reptiles, and mammals. The wetland habitats, agricultural
lands, irrigation drains, and Salton Sea shoreline habitats provide nesting, roosting, and foraging
areas for resident wintering and migratory birds (Rick Engineering 2023). The area includes a
vital portion of the Pacific Flyway for migratory birds that is essential for birds in North and
South America. These habitats also support the federally endangered desert pupfish (Cyprinodon
macularius) and Yuma Ridgway’s (=clapper) rail [Rallus obsoletus (=longirostris) yumanensis].
The existing roads in the Specific Plan area generally carry low traffic volumes and human
presence is light. These existing road conditions allow for movement of common terrestrial
wildlife freely through the Specific Plan area using the roads and associated shoulders and
berms. The Alamo River and New River provide wildlife movement corridors through the
Specific Plan area.

We offer the following comments as they relate to potential direct and indirect impacts on public
trust resources so that County of Imperial staff may incorporate policies, programs, and
avoidance/minimization/mitigation measures as part of the Specific Plan to avoid adverse effects
to biological resources in the Specific Plan area. The primary concern and mandate of the Service
is the conservation, protection, and enhancement of fish and wildlife resources and their habitats
for the continuing benefit of the American people. We have legal responsibility for the welfare of
migratory birds and federally threatened or endangered animals and plants. The comments provided
herein are based on our knowledge of sensitive and declining fish and wildlife resources and our
participation in regional renewable energy and conservation planning efforts. Incorporation of
these recommendations will help avoid and minimize adverse impacts to public trust resources,
including migratory birds, the federally endangered desert pupfish and Yuma Ridgway’s rail that
occupy wetlands in the Specific Plan area, and conserved Federal and state land that provide
habitat for these species.

Salton Sea 10-Year Management Plan

The Salton Sea is California’s largest lake and is currently maintained by irrigation runoff from
agricultural fields in the Imperial and Coachella valleys and local rivers. The Salton Sea has been
shrinking in size as inflows are reduced because of water conservation and other water management
actions. A rapid and substantial increase in salinity and reduction in the size of the Salton Sea is
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occurring as a result of inflow reductions associated with Imperial Irrigation District’s (11D)
Water Conservation and Transfer Project (Water Transfer Project), which entails water
conservation and transfer transactions pursuant to the Agreement for Transfer of Conserved
Water executed by 11D and the San Diego County Water Authority in 1998, and supplemented
by the 2003 Quantification Settlement Agreement and related agreements. To address these
concerns the Salton Sea 10-Year Management Plan (SSMP) was designed to provide a
management program for multiple beneficial projects that combine dust suppression with habitat
restoration. Many of the activities described in the SSMP require the issuance of an authorization
by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, which is the lead Federal agency, pursuant to section 404
of the Clean Water Act. Other Federal actions by cooperating Federal agencies include issuance
of use authorizations for habitat restoration and dust suppression projects located on lands under
their jurisdiction. Similarly, the Sonny Bono Salton Sea National Wildlife Refuge (SBSSNWR)
has jurisdiction over activities occurring within the boundaries of the SBSSNWR; therefore, any
proposed activities would need to be compatible with the purpose for which the SBSSNWR was
established, and any activities determined to be captive, would require a special use permit. Please
address the SSMP in the Specific Plan, and coordinate with the Service, and other appropriate
agencies who have jurisdiction over the areas where activities are being proposed within the
SSMP action area (Figure 1).

.....

S Imperial Valley Cities

b Polential Well Locations

River
tential Aquatic Habitat Project
tential Dust Suppression Areas

tential Dust Suppression OR Aquatic
abitat reas

= 2003 Projected Shoreline®

2023 Projected Shoreline®

== 2025 Projected Shoreline*

Salton Sea Management Program:
Potential Built Out Areas

Figure 1. Salton Sea 10-Year Management Plan Action Area.
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Green Industrial Land Use

The proposed land use alternative map in the Initial Study (Dudek 2023) indicates that Green
Industrial development will occur adjacent to the SBSSNWR and other rare and declining
natural communities such as open water and marsh habitat along the Pacific Flyway (Donnelly
et al. 2022). Per the Specific Plan’s Initial Study (Dudek 2023), Green Industry is described

as development including geothermal energy production plants, mineral recovery, biofuel
generation, and green hydrogen. Ancillary uses may include, but not limited to, supportive
manufacturing, commercial, logistics, and battery manufacturing and storage. These proposed
development activities would likely result in adverse effects to the species that occupy areas
within the SBSSNWR and in open water, marsh, and upland natural communities due to noise,
dust pollution, and fatalities associated with collisions/strikes. These adverse effects would
likely lower reproductive rates in avian species, including federally listed bird species, that
occupy these natural communities.

Please ensure that the Specific Plan includes a discussion of mitigation measures such as
minimal setback distances, buffers, shielding of lighting, etc. when citing these industrial
developments adjacent to the SBSSNWR and rare and declining natural communities (Donnelly
et al. 2022). These setbacks should include a defined distance, usually expressed in feet or miles,
from a resource feature (such as the edge of a natural community or occupied habitat) within
which an activity would not occur. The purpose of the setback and other measures is to maintain
the function and value of the existing biological resources in the Specific Plan area.

Main Transportation Corridor

Based on Figure 2 in the Initial Study (Dudek 2023), several existing dirt roads in the Specific
Plan area will be designated as a “Main Transportation Corridor”. However, no information is
included to describe these corridors. Based on the proposed location of these corridors, there
could be adverse effects to federally endangered species, migratory birds, and SBSSNWR lands.
For example, the extension of Davis Road to the west could bisect wetlands managed by the
SBSSNWR for the conservation of Yuma Ridgway’s rail and other waterfowl, and the Alamo
River, which supports the federally endangered desert pupfish. Any proposed transportation
facilities will need to be sited to avoid impacts to SBSSNWR lands, wildlife corridors, and
fragmentation of wildlife habitat and natural communities.

Where habitat impacts cannot be avoided, techniques such as wildlife over- and underpasses and
noise abatement will need to be implemented to minimize effects to species. The impacts of
paving on stormwater quality and quantity should be minimized by providing facilities such as
vegetated swales that filter pollution and help recharge groundwater. The incorporation of native
vegetation can reduce air, light, and noise pollution; avoid soil erosion; and provide shade to

mitigate the effects of the urban heat island and reduce potential for invasive species establishment.

Lastly, the extension of Davis Road to the south depicted in Figure 2 of the Initial Study (Dudek
2023) would bisect cattail (Typha spp.) marsh, seasonal wetlands, and the Alamo River, therefore,
the proposed alignment of Davis Road should be reconfigured to avoid these sensitive wetlands
resources.
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Migratory Birds

The Specific Plan area is located adjacent to the Salton Sea within the Pacific Flyway. These
areas provide permanent habitat and seasonal refuge to hundreds of species of resident and
migratory birds and large populations of shorebirds, wading birds, waterfowl, raptors, upland
gamebirds, neotropical migrants, and other passerines (Shuford et al. 2002; Patten et al. 2003).
To date, limited published information exists on bird collisions at renewable energy facilities
within the Salton Sea Basin due to a lack of systematic, statistically rigorous monitoring.
However, utility-scale photovoltaic, parabolic trough, and power tower projects that are currently
under construction or in operation in other parts of the California desert are reporting avian
mortalities and injuries resulting from collisions and other accidents with various project
features, including solar panels or heliostats, evaporation ponds, fencing, electrical distribution
lines onsite, and generation tie (gen-tie) lines to regional substations on the electrical grid
(Conkling et al. 2023).

Based on preliminary avian mortality reports from existing facilities, the Specific Plan area’s
proximity to the Salton Sea and Pacific Flyway, and the large number of permitted or proposed
utility-scale solar and transmission projects in the area, there is a high potential for cumulative
effects on the abundance and distribution of the bird species occurring as resident, winter
visitors, and/or migrants in and around the Salton Sea.

Moreover, the Final Specific Plan will need to include implementation of measures as policies,
programs, or biological requirements as a part of the PEIR to further avoid, minimize, and reduce
adverse effects to migratory birds. For example, among other measures, participating in or
establishing a joint venture collaborative that directly benefits the Salton Sea would help offset
direct habitat loss to birds and potential population impacts to migratory birds. A joint venture is
a collaborative, regional partnership of government agencies, non-profit organizations, corporations,
tribes, and individuals that conserves habitat for priority bird species, other wildlife, and people.

All proposed projects associated with the Specific Plan that could have adverse effects to avian
species should be required to develop an Avian Protection Plan (APP) that would further the
conservation of avian species. The APP would include, at a minimum, a nesting bird management
plan and systematic post-construction mortality monitoring along newly installed distribution
and gen-tie lines to ensure the measures to reduce collisions with these lines are adequate. The
Service is available to work with the project applicant to develop an effective APP.

Marsh Areas

As indicated in the Initial Study (Dudek 2023), proposed projects identified in the Specific Plan
could potentially have a substantial adverse effect on state or federally protected wetlands,
including marshes and other types of wetland habitats. Of the 8,115 acres of wetland communities
and 4,097 acres of Salton Sea shoreline and playas that may support wetlands in the Specific
Plan area (Rick Engineering 2023, Table 9.4-2), 7,788 acres are managed to support waterfowl
and other avian species. These managed wetlands include the California Department of Fish and
Wildlife’s (CDFW) Imperial Wildlife Area Wister Unit, SBSSNWR, and the Imperial Irrigation
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District’s (11D) managed marsh complex. As mentioned above, the Specific Plan will need to
include avoidance and minimization measures that would be incorporated for setbacks and
buffers distances when citing industrial developments adjacent to the SBSSNWR and other
wetland natural communities within the Specific Plan area. The purpose of the setback is to
maintain the function and value of the existing biological resources and species within these
wetland communities.

The 11D-managed marsh complex was created to offset adverse impacts from the Quantification
Settlement Agreement (QSA) and will be managed in perpetuity to support rare and listed species
such as Yuma Ridgway’s rail and California black rail (Laterallus jamaicensis coturniculus).
Because the 11D managed marsh is a mitigation area, the Final Specific Plan will need to avoid
siting infrastructure near the marsh to ensure that it remains a viable mitigation area. The Land
Use Alternative proposed in the Notice of Preparation indicates that Pound and English Roads
will be improved to support Specific Plan goals. Improving these existing dirt roads would
increase traffic and noise in the area, which would likely result in adverse impacts to avian
species by road mortality and increases in noise levels that could impair essential breeding
activities. The Final Specific Plan Land Use Alternative will need to identify road improvements
in locations other than those adjacent to the 11D managed marsh complex.

The Specific Plan references “Conservation” designation within the Specific Plan area boundary
that include Federal and state lands. The Specific Plan further states that there may be opportunity
to “Enhance Conservation lands and utilize Conservation Area for project mitigation.” It is
unclear how Federal, state, and other land that is currently in conservation could serve as future
mitigation for potential projects within the Specific Plan. Please provide clarification and
graphics in the Final Specific Plan/PEIR regarding where new conservation lands that would
serve as mitigation for projects within the Specific Plan may be located.

The Specific Plan area also supports unmanaged marsh areas. These areas occur in discrete
patches of shallow wetlands downstream of the 11D irrigation drains that do not extend out to
the Salton Sea. These areas also support desert pupfish and Yuma Ridgway’s rail habitat and
breeding areas essential for the species survival and recovery. The number of acres occurring
as unmanaged marsh areas in the Specific Plan is unknown but is likely currently around
1,600 acres. Therefore, complete avoidance of dewatering drains, laterals, and unmanaged
wetlands is paramount when citing proposed projects associated with the Specific Plan to
ensure adverse effects to wetlands and listed and rare species are avoided.

Lastly, the Service is requesting that the Final Specific Plan/PEIR explicitly address how
applicable State and Federal laws will be implemented for proposed projects identified in the
Specific Plan. It is important for the Final Specific Plan/PEIR to identify the policies, programs,
and biological requirements that will be required to be implemented to avoid, minimize, and
fully mitigate potential direct and indirect effects to biological resources including listed species
and their habitat.
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prevent crop depredation, while Unit 2, near Calipatria and Niland, serves as a variety of
recreational and educational purposes via the Refuge Visitor Center and about 800 acres of
public hunting area (USFWS 2014). Both units provide critical wetland habitats, irrigated
upland, and desert scrub habitat to sensitive and endangered species like the Yuma Ridgway's
rail (Rallus longirostris yumanensis) and desert pupfish (Cyprinodon macularius).

Concerns we would like to be addressed are listed below. While some concerns are tied to
language, others are tied to figures and charts. Each item of concern is called out and quoted as
needed, and desired corrections are provided underneath it.

NATIONAL

I 3. S, Fish & Wildlife Service

&/ REFUGE SYSTEM Sonny Bono Salton Sea National Wildlife Refuge
Refuge Lands
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Figure 1. Map of the Sonny Bono Salton Sea National Wildlife Refuge, depicting all lands
within the refuge boundary and the actively managed units and subunits.

concerns:

1. 1.4 Specific Plan Area Location (Plan Area), Pg. 10
a. “However, elevated salinity levels and environmental toxins caused by lack of
inflow and an increase of pollutants from the New River and Alamo River have
significantly harmed fish and bird populations, leading to a decline in their
numbers.”
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i. While changes in the Salton Sea salinity levels have led to diminished fish
populations, that statement cannot be made for all bird populations. While
piscivorous (fish-eating) birds like American white pelicans (Pelecanus
erythrorhynchos) and double-crested cormorants (Nannopterum auritum)
have seen their migratory and breeding use of the Salton Sea greatly
reduced because of a lack of forage, the same statement cannot be made
for shorebirds and waterfowl. Both groups have significantly benefited
from the rise in water boatman (Corixidae) populations within the sea and
continue to depend on the waters as a critical migratory habitat. (Jones et
al 2019)

“The Specific Plan boundary was designed to encompass a significant portion of
the Salton Sea Known Geothermal Resource Area (KGRA), excluding the
unincorporated town of Niland, the City of Calipatria, and State and Federally
owned land within the Salton Sea.”

I. This statement is misleading; these are not only state and federally owned
lands, but well-established managed wildlife areas whose habitat
boundaries should be recognized and made visible while developing the
plan. Both the Sonny Bono Salton Sea National Wildlife Refuge, managed
by the United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), and Imperial
Wildlife Area — Wister Unit, managed by the California Department of
Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) are Federal and State protected lands that have
specific needs and restrictions for development and should be treated as
such during the planning and development phase.

2. 1.5 Relationship to the General Plan and Other Planning Documents, Pg 13

a.

“In addition to the Imperial County General Plan, other plans and policy
documents that were reviewed and referenced to better understand existing
conditions, planned improvements, and policy synergies include: « Imperial
County Land Use Ordinance (As Amended 2025) « Imperial County Active
Transportation Plan (2019) « Imperial County Community Health Improvement
Plan (2024) February 2025 Draft Specific Plan | Page 14 « Imperial County Good
Neighbor Community Benefit Agreement (CBA) Program (2024) « Imperial
County Strategic Plan (2023) « Imperial Irrigation District (1I1D) Integrated
Regional Water Management Plan (2008) « 11D Interim Temporary Land
Conversion Fallowing Policy (2016) « 11D Equitable Distribution Plan (2023) «
11D Water Conservation Plan (2021) « Imperial County Transportation
Commission Long Range Transportation Plan (2024) « ICTC Regional Climate
Action Plan (2021) « Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG)
Connect SoCal (2024) « Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan (2016) ¢
California Energy Commission (CEC) Report of the Blue Ribbon Commission
on Lithium Extraction in California (2022)”
i. The Salton Sea Management Program (SSMP) Phase 1: 10 Year Plan is
not mentioned as a reference document for planning purposes. The Phase
1: 10 Year Plan provides a guidance document for the implementation of
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29,800 acres of habitat restoration and dust suppression projects required
by State Water Resources Control Board Stipulated Water Order 2017-
0134.

3. Chapter 6 Infrastructure, Electrical Transmission, Pg 19
a. “Due to the high investment costs to construct transmission lines, the existing
process constructs transmission lines only when there is shovel-ready
development to support. To accommodate future energy demand, the
recommended electrical transmission network provides the voltage and locations
of what transmission lines may need upgrades and/or extensions into the Specific
Plan Area as development is proposed.”

i. Any new or improved transmission lines or gen-tie should be placed
underground, where possible, to reduce impact to migratory birds due to
their proximity to the Sonny Bono Salton Sea National Wildlife Refuge,
and Imperial Wildlife Area -Wister Unit. All three of these locations are
heavily used bird sites, and additional transmission or gen-tie lines would
negatively impact these areas (Smallwood 2022).

4. Figure 2-2, Lithium Valley Vision, Pg 32
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a.

In its current iteration, the Figure is missing or incorrectly labels the following
entities:

The Refuge Unit 2 Headquarters sub-unit is not correctly labeled as a
conservation area, nor is the area footprint for the Hazard Subunit
reflective of the full extent of the conservation area. The Hazard Subunit is
managed as part of the Refuge by the USFWS, but it is owned fee-title by
the CDFW. Please refer to the corrections in Figure 2.

The Refuge Unit 2 observation platform and trail label are misplaced.
Please refer to the corrections in Figure 2.

The Sonny Bono Salton Sea National Wildlife Refuge Visitor Center,
which is also a part of the headquarters, is not properly labeled. The
Refuge’s proper name is the Sonny Bono Salton Sea National Wildlife
Refuge. The correct label should read Sonny Bono Salton Sea National
Wildlife Refuge Complex Headquarters — Visitor Center

While the Figure does show the correct location of the Refuge Unit 1
observation tower, it does not correctly outline or label the whole unit as a
conservation area. Please refer to the corrections in Figure 2.

The Figure is missing the State of California’s Salton Sea Management
Program Species Conservation Habitat (SCH) Project as a conservation
area. Please refer to the corrections in Figure 2.
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Lithium Valley Vision Corrections

Figure 2. Lithium Valley Vision Map with all requested corrections. Corrections are circled in
red and marked with their corresponding comment when needed.

5. Figure 2-3, Lithium Valley Concept Map, Pg 33
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a. The Figure does not correctly represent the Refuge management units within its
conservation designation. Please refer to the corrections in Figure 3 below and
Figure 1 for the overall Refuge boundary.

b. The figure and overall plan fail to define what constitutes a conservation
area/land designation. In its current configuration, this figure and the plan label
both federally and state-protected lands as wildlife conservation areas and define
them the same as potential future mitigation sites. This can be misleading, as
both federally and state-protected lands cannot be used as mitigation sites (2008
Compensatory Mitigation Rule, 73 FR 19670, April 10, 2008).
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6. Figure 3-1, Land Use Map, Pg 36
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Figure 3-1, Land Use Map

a. The Figure does not correctly represent the Refuge boundary within its
conservation designation. Please refer to the corrections in Figure 3 and Figure
1 for the most accurate depiction of the Refuge boundary and management units.

b. Please refer to comment 5.b.

7. 3.2.4 Playas Renewables, Pg 40

a. “The purpose of this designation is to promote similar uses to Green Industrial
while restricting these uses to be compatible with environmental factors of the
Salton Sea and the exposed lakebed (playas), such as soil stability and toxic
dust.”

i. Currently, a majority of Phase 1 of the green industrial development site
sits on top of emergent cattail marshes, managed duck clubs, and active
agricultural farm fields, not barren exposed playa. Cattail marshes
emerged as the Salton Sea shoreline receded beyond the reach of
agricultural drainage canals; these emergent cattail marshes are a diverse
ecosystem that serves as a crucial habitat to endangered species like Yuma
Ridgway’s Rail and desert pupfish (USFWS 1993 & USFWS 2009). The
presence of these marshes and the endangered species within them should
be acknowledged so that proper endangered species consultations and
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CEQA processes are followed while proposing construction and
development within this location.

8. Figure 3-3, Interim Agriculture, Pg 44
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Figure 3-3, Interim Agriculture @

a. The figure does not correctly represent the Refuge boundary and mislabels the
south end of the Hazard Subunit, and both irrigated upland fields, 419 and 420,
as A-3 (Heavy Agriculture).

i. All three of the mentioned locations, Hazard Subunit, Field 419, and Field
420, are federally protected lands within the Refuge and should be referred
to as such. Please refer to the corrections in Figure 4 and Figure 5 for the
locations of the above-mentioned fields and Hazard Subunit.
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Interim Agriculture Map Corrections

Figure 4. Interim Agriculture Map with requested correction in yellow polygons showing the

actively managed Refuge Units incorrectly labeled as A-3 heavy agriculture.

A-1 (Limited Agricufture] (Within

Page 50



REFUGE SYSTEM Sponny Bono Salton Sea National Wildlife Refuge
Unit 2 Dominant Habitat Type

i ﬂlllﬂl i '.d‘ nh'lll\'lﬂl

\\. ‘Mvi . ] “ it
e,

__—/“T—
7 I =
Je ‘ C Pond X
QS
D Pond B Pond
Mckendry i
Eeach 421 Field
Union
Pond
o Pofid 420 Field
461 Field 19
e 419 Field

Legend
Dominant Habitat Type,Subunit Name [ Mansged Cattail Marsh,HQ ] Native Desert ShrubUnion

[ 1rtigated Upland HQ
[ Irrigated Upland,Union

g

st

| willow 3| Willow 2.

Ruddy Pelican e
HgA
HiA H2A # H3A 14
H8lg |
Hi Hz H3 s
Okbow
H7 L
ik Hs 1 azard
Lake
1

[ native Desert Shrub,Hazard ~ [__] Riparian,Hazard Refuge Boundary

Figure 5. Refuge Map showing the Unit 2 management area, the dominant habitat types found

within it, labeled.

[ shallow Seasonal Wetland, Hazard
[ Managed Cattail Marsh,Hazard [___] Permanent Open Water Wetland ,HQ ~ [___] Shallow Seasonal Wetland, Union
[ Native Desert Shrub,HQ [] Permanent Open Water Wetland ,Hazard [__] Unmanaged Cattail Marsh,HQ

0
L

11

017 0.35

1

bR 3U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

Hizfa2 ||

Page 51



Figure 3-4, Phasing Map, Pg 51
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a. The Figure does not correctly represent the Refuge boundary within its
conservation designation. Please refer to Figure 1 and Figure 5 for the correct
Refuge boundary. Additionally, please refer to Figure 3 for the correct
conservation area boundary.
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10. Figure 5-1, Roadway Network, Pg 93
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Figure 5-1, Roadway Network

a. As the Figure is currently displayed, an Industrial Local / 2 Lanes proposed
roadway, Davis Road, will cut through both the Hazard Subunit and the entirety
of Wister. The proposed location of Davis Road would divide the Hazard
Subunit in half and would intersect right through both the under-construction
endangered species habitat referred to as the Willows site, and H11/12 seasonal
shallow water wetland, Figure 5, an actively used public hunt site H11A through
H13, Figure 6. Additionally, Wister is a highly used state-protected and operated
hunting area and would have similar, if not greater, impacts if an industrial 2-
lane road were to be installed within its boundary Figure 7.
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Imperial Wildlife Area - Wister Unit
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11. 5.1.2 Truck Routes, Pg 101

a. “To minimize new truck traffic through Calipatria and Niland on Highway 111,
effective roadway design and wayfinding strategies should guide and/or require
trucks to utilize designated routes like Davis Road, Pound Road, Kalin Road, and
Gentry Road, reducing highway congestion and enhancing public safety.” &
“Establish and enforce designated truck routes for the transportation of
hazardous and non-hazardous waste to ensure safety and compliance with
transportation regulations.”

i. While it is greatly appreciated that efforts are being made to reduce
industrial traffic impacts within the neighboring communities of Niland
and Calipatria, the solution cannot be at the cost of both protected wildlife
areas at the Refuge and Wister. As stated in comment 7 and 10 within this
letter, both locations provide habitat for endangered species and are also
actively managed federally and state public hunting sites for both upland
game birds and waterfowl Figure 6 and Figure 7. Both public use and
habitat quality would be severely impacted by such a diversion of
industrial traffic through it and reduce recreational opportunities to already
underserved communities surrounding the Salton Sea.

b. Figure 5-6, Truck Routes, Pg 103
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12. 5.3 Bicycle and Pedestrian Access, Pg 106

“Provide a connection from Niland to the Salton Sea via a Recreational Access
Easement” & Figure 5-8, Bicycle Network Map, Pg 107

a.

While this route could increase public recreation opportunities for the
community, all proposed changes within the Wister boundary need to be
approved by the appropriate staff at the CDFW, especially if they conflict
with public hunting or endangered species conservation Figure 7.
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