
 

 
 
 

October 22, 2012 
 
 
Gary Stern          
NOAA Fisheries 
777 Sonoma Avenue, Room 325 
Santa Rosa, CA 95404 
 
Sheila Larsen 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
2800 Cottage Way, Room W-2605 
Sacramento, CA 95825 
 
 
Re: Stanford HCP- New Covered Species Information and Request 
 
 
Dear Mr. Stern and Ms. Larsen: 
 
We write today to follow up on our June 18, 2012 conference call with staff from NOAA 
and USFWS regarding the proposed Stanford Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP) and 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) currently being drafted. We appreciate the 
efforts of the agencies to meet with us and invite our submission of any new data prior 
to the release of the final EIS. As discussed, we remain deeply concerned with, and 
opposed to, the proposed inclusion of a channel excavation project within the original 
dam-influenced reservoir boundary, on top of the artificial, Searsville-caused Corte 
Madera Creek sediment delta. As previous Stanford reports have documented, past 
excavations have resulted in an increase of sedimentation into the main reservoir and 
reduced sediment deposition in the upper reservoir areas and above-reservoir 
sedimentation areas. These reports also show that such excavation will result in an 
increased flow of suspended sediment downstream with predicted increased turbidity, 
water temperature, and elevated spreading of non-native species. Past and proposed 
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channel excavation are shown to increase these negative impacts downstream as 
opposed to a non-excavation path that is predicted to result in more sediment 
depositing in above-dam locations. Neither the HCP or the EIS differentiate between or 
assess these two different Searsville sediment management options or their impact on 
listed species both upstream and downstream during the duration of the HCP. We will 
be sending supporting data from these reports shortly.  

At this time, however, we wish to address the related matter of impacts to covered 
species within, and adjacent to, the proposed channel excavation area. As requested in 
our June 18 meeting, we provide additional and new information below related to the 
occurrence of covered species and suitable habitat within, and adjacent to, the 
proposed HCP channel excavation location. 

In addition to previously submitted data, new listed species documentation has been 
discovered within the proposed channel excavation area that is not considered within 
the proposed HCP or draft EIS. We have compiled this new and additional information 
about the more recent occurrence of red-legged frog and western pond turtle within 
Searsville Reservoir and upstream within Corte Madera Creek and Sausal Creek as 
well as currently documented suitable habitat for these species and the San Francisco 
garter snake within the proposed channel excavation site (See Appendix A). This new 
information expands upon the currently described HCP and draft EIS listed species 
distribution, recent occurrence, suitable habitat, and adds new considerations and 
contemporary survey needs for the proposed channel excavation project location. 
Below is a summary of some of the new covered species data detailed in Appendix A. 

 

Red-legged frog occurrence- 

The draft EIS does not identify recent red-legged frog occurrence within Searsville 
Reservoir or tributaries such as Corte Madera and Sausal Creeks.  

As shown in Appendix A, red-legged frogs have been documented within Searsville 
Reservoir and “it’s edges” into the 1990’s, occurs in both Corte Madera and Sausal 
Creeks to present, and documentation exists for the presence of “suitable habitat” in 
Corte Madera Creek just upstream from Searsville Reservoir to the present. It is also 
apparent in reviewing these recent reports and draft EIS description that a detailed, 
USFWS protocol survey for red-legged frogs has not been conducted in the proposed 
channel excavation area, or 1-mile USFWS protocol survey area, in several years. In 
addition to currently described upstream populations, red-legged frogs observed to be 
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currently present downstream of Searsville Dam appear to occur within the 1-mile 
USFWS protocol survey radius from the proposed channel excavation site. It is our 
understanding from the USFWS guidelines (Appendix B) that the above conditions and 
new data provided in Appendix A require a current (less than two year old) USFWS 
protocol survey of the proposed excavation site and adjacent areas on Corte Madera 
Creek, Searsville Reservoir, and adjacent Skipper’s Pond. 

 

Western pond turtle occurrence- 

The draft EIS notes the presence of pond turtles within Searsville Reservoir “through the 
mid-1990’s”, but that “surveys in creeks and ponds upstream from Searsville Reservoir 
have not documented the presence of pond turtle in the last 5 years” (DEIS 4-28). 
However, as shown in Appendix A, pond turtles have been documented in Corte 
Madera and Sausal Creeks to the present and that, within lower Corte Madera Creek, 
the “potential for occurrence exists because suitable habitat is present”. Stanford 
biologists also documented pond turtles in 1996 in “upper Searsville Lake and the lower 
floodplain of Corte Madera Creek”, directly within the proposed channel excavation 
location (1996 Stanford CCB). As noted in Beyond Searsville Dam draft EIS comments 
to Gary Stern August 29, 2010, pond turtles were also documented in lower Corte 
Madera Creek immediately upstream of the proposed channel excavation site from the 
mid-1990’s to early 2000’s. Multiple studies in Appendix A note the suitability of habitat 
within, and adjacent to, the proposed channel excavation location. It is apparent in 
reviewing these additional reports and draft EIS that a detailed, USFWS protocol survey 
for western pond turtles has not been conducted in the proposed channel excavation 
area or adjacent area in recent years.  

 

San Francisco garter snake occurrence- 

The draft EIS states that, “although (San Francisco) garter snakes have not been 
observed in the vicinity of San Francisquito Creek or Searsville Reservoir, those areas 
provide potential habitat” (DEIS 4-32). The draft EIS notes limited survey efforts for San 
Francisco garter snake in general and none within the vicinity of Searsville Reservoir or 
tributary streams including Corte Madera Creek, where excavation is proposed. As 
shown in Appendix A, there is documentation that the San Francisco garter snake 
“occurs in the vicinity of Corte Madera Creek”, “historically occurred at Searsville Lake”, 
and that, while no surveys were conducted, “potential for occurrence exists because 
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suitable habitat is present in the study area” around Searsville Reservoir. Stanford 
biologists also note that San Francisco garter snakes are “thought to potentially exist in 
“upper Searsville Lake and the lower floodplain of Corte Madera Creek”, exactly where 
the HCP channel excavation is proposed (Stanford 1996). It is apparent in reviewing 
these additional reports that a detailed, USFWS protocol survey for San Francisco 
garter snake has not been conducted in the proposed channel excavation area or 
adjacent area in recent years, if ever. 

 

Rainbow trout occurrence- 

While rainbow trout are not federally listed upstream of Searsville Dam, they are a 
protected game fish of California and presently occur within the HCP proposed channel 
excavation site. As noted in Appendix A, surveyors observed rainbow trout “100 meters 
upstream from the small footbridge crossing the old creek channel” on the Corte 
Madera Creek floodplain where proposed excavation would occur. A Stanford report 
notes: “Several trout were also seen in Corte Madera Creek upstream from Jasper 
Ridge. The presence of rainbow trout/steelhead in the study area or downstream from 
the study area definitely impacts land use decisions” (Stanford CCB 1996). This is 
exactly where the proposed HCP channel excavation would occur and where Stanford 
biologists were concerned about land use decisions for the not yet listed “rainbow 
trout/steelhead” present on the Corte Madera Creek floodplain. 

In addition, “Resident rainbow trout have been encountered in the cooler, deep portion 
of the lake during sampling by biologist Dr. Alan Launer of Stanford’s Center for 
Conservation Biology” (Stanford 1995). The proposed channel excavation would cause 
increased turbidity, as Stanford consultants note with past excavation efforts, within the 
artificially created stream channel and elevated turbidity in the Main Searsville 
Reservoir. The EIS should document the occurrence of rainbow trout in the reservoir 
and proposed channel excavation location and consult with DFG regarding any 
proposed channel excavation or creek re-routing of rainbow trout habitat on Stanford 
land and assess the associated impacts downstream. 

Based on the new and additional information provided here, we request an update to 
the draft EIS listed species distribution descriptions, recent occurrence, distribution 
maps, assessment of channel excavation impacts, and citation of supporting survey 
data. Should the agencies and Stanford wish to proceed with the inclusion of the 
proposed channel excavation within the EIS/ITP, we also request reference to and 
availability of survey results and field survey data sheets conducted in accordance with 
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USFWS guidelines (Appendix B) for the proposed channel excavation location and 
adjacent USFWS survey radius and conducted within the past two years per USFWS 
protocol. 

Thank you for your consideration and response prior to finalizing the EIS, 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Matt Stoecker 
Director 
BEYOND SEARSVILLE DAM 
3130 Alpine Road Suite #288-411 
Portola Valley Ca. 94028 
(650) 380-2965 
 

 
 
Cc: 
 
Richard Roos-Collins, Water and Power Law   
 
Beyond Searsville Dam Board and Advisory Council 
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Appendix A 

New Covered Species Occurrence and Habitat Suitability Information 

A March 16, 2009 Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District letter describes the occurrence of  
“Western pond turtle at Sausal Pond” (MROSD 2009). Following channel alteration decades 
ago with The Sequoias Retirement development, Sausal Pond currently drains directly into 
Corte Madera Creek, not Sausal Creek, upstream of Searsville Reservoir. Western pond turtles 
currently occupying Sausal Pond therefore are part of the Corte Madera Creek drainage, not 
Sausal Creek, and can readily disperse directly downstream, as USFWS reports note, to the 
HCP proposed channel excavation site and into Searsville Reservoir. 

Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District Board Meeting notes from July 14, 2004 discuss 
the protection of a sensitive sag pond area near Sausal Pond and Corte Madera Creek and 
state the following (MROSD 2004): 

“It is highly probable that this area of Windy Hill serves as dispersal habitat for frogs moving 
from Corte Madera Creek to Sausal Creek and Sausal Pond.  According to Sycamore 
Associates, who prepared a biological assessment for the project, the California red-legged frog 
is considered to have a moderate to high likelihood of occurrence within the project area.  
Previous surveys reported the presence of a California red-legged frog in Sausal Pond in 1998 
and in Corte Madera Creek in 2000 near the bridge crossing.” 

 As noted above, Sausal Pond feeds directly into Corte Madera Creek. Both of these recent 
occurrences show the presence of red-legged frogs in Corte Madera Creek only a couple of 
miles upstream of the HCP proposed channel excavation site and Searsville Reservoir; a 
distance and pathway these frogs are noted by USFWS to readily disperse. 

Stanford HCP Figure 2-5, “Western Pond Turtle at Stanford”, shows Searsville Reservoir 
(Upper, Middle, and Main) and Skippers Pond as a “Recently Occupied Reservoir”. The HCP 
proposed channel excavation area occurs directly adjacent to the denoted main reservoir area. 
The adjacent Skippers Pond drains directly onto the Corte Madera Creek sediment depositional 
area proposed for excavation. Western pond turtles are well known, and documented, to 
migrate along these short riparian corridors connecting occupied bodies of water. For these 
reasons and the documentation of recent occurrence listed herein, we request that this map 
show the “recently occupied” areas to include the open water reservoir fragments in addition to 
the surrounding marshes and short stream and riparian corridors connecting them. This is 
consistent with USFWS protocol and other stream reaches designated as “recently occupied” 
between recently documented occurrence locations. The HCP proposed channel excavation 
would occur from the designated “recently occupied” habitat at the reservoir upstream towards 
the outlet of the “recently occupied” Skippers Pond less than 0.5 miles away. The Corte Madera 
Creek delta and alluvial fan also have a direct hydrologic connection to the “recently occupied” 
Middle Searsville Reservoir, as noted by Balance Hydrologics and Northwest Hydraulic 
Consultants reports (1996-2007). The HCP proposed channel excavation area therefore is 
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surrounded by “recently occupied” open water areas on the immediate north, less than 0.25 
miles to the west, and less than 0.25 miles to the south, with hydraulic connections between the 
sites, recent occurrence of turtles in Corte Madera Creek itself less than 0.5 miles upstream of 
the reservoir and identified, adjacent suitable habitat. We believe that the HCP proposed 
channel excavation occurs within an area that USFWS protocol would designate “recently 
occupied” and/or require a thorough and current USFWS survey.  

A 2001 report notes that a “red-legged frog was reported in Sausal Pond in 1998” and “one and 
one-half miles north of  WHOSP (Windy Hill Open Space Preserve) in San Francisquito Creek” 
(2001 Sycamore Associates LLC). The report also notes “the presence of suitable habitat” for 
pond turtle “and connectivity to other potential populations” (2001 Sycamore Associates LLC). 
Sausal Pond drains into Corte Madera Creek and flows north into Searsville Reservoir. The 
HCP proposed channel excavation site occurs in between these two populations, which are 
directly connected by the Corte Madera/San Francisquito Creek corridor. 

The report, “Maintaining Corte Madera Creek: A Citizens’ Guide to Creek-side Protection” notes 
that “California red-legged frogs occur nearby, and may occur in Corte Madera Creek” where 
habitat is “suitable” (PWA. Undated). This report notes; “One other federally-listed wildlife 
species (listed as threatened), the San Francisco garter snake (Thamnophis sirtalis tetrataenia), 
occurs in the vicinity of Corte Madera Creek. These colorful snakes live on the margins of ponds 
where substantial frog populations provide abundant prey. They occur in the vicinity of Crystal 
Springs Reservoir, and intergrades of this subspecies and another subspecies of garter snake 
(T. sirtalis infernalis) occur at Jasper Ridge, at Stanford University.” As noted earlier, neither the 
draft EIS nor Stanford reports acknowledge the completion of garter snake surveys within or 
adjacent to the proposed channel excavation site. This report also notes that western pond 
turtles “historically occurred at Searsville Lake” and that, no surveys were conducted, and 
“potential for occurrence exists because suitable habitat is present in the study area.” 

The California Society for Ecological Restoration describes a Portola Valley Bank Stabilization 
project on Corte Madera Creek to include measures to improve “habitat conditions for the 
California Red-legged frog, a threatened species” (2006 Ecesis). 

A 2011 study of Corte Madera Creek, just upstream from Searsville Reservoir, found “suitable 
habitat” and documentation of western pond turtle as recently as 2004 (2011 TRA 
Environmental Sciences). This report also notes that red-legged frogs presently occur in “Sausal 
Creek in Portola Valley” (2011 TRA Environmental Sciences). This 2011 study relied on existing 
documentation and did not conduct extensive surveys of Corte Madera Creek. The draft EIS 
does not include this and other contemporary listed species occurrence documentation within or 
adjacent to the proposed channel excavation site. 

In response to the draft EIS for the Stanford Habitat Conservation Plan, local biologist Matt 
Stoecker sent Gary Stern (NOAA) a letter on August 29, 2010 noting that he observed Western 
pond turtle “in Corte Madera Creek, just upstream of the Jasper Ridge Boundary twice in the 
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mid 1990’s and once in the early 2000’s.” The draft EIS pond turtle occurrence information does 
not include this information provided within the comment period. 

Stanford biologists documented the occurrence of Western pond turtle in the “upper Searsville 
Lake and the lower floodplain of Corte Madera Creek” area in a 1996 report (Stanford CCB 
1996). This report also notes that the San Francisco garter snake is “thought to potentially exist 
in the study area” and red-legged frogs are “thought to be present within the study area” 
(Stanford CCB 1996). Surveyors noted “that the portions of Corte Madera Creek upstream from 
the causeway breach and of San Francisquito Creek below the dam did look similar to habitats 
where red-legged frogs occur elsewhere in the Santa Cruz Mountain foothills” (Stanford CCB 
1996). Again, it appears that extensive surveys were not conducted then, nor in contemporary 
times, to accurately assess the occurrence of pond turtles or garter snakes within the proposed 
channel excavation area, per USFWS protocol. The report goes on to state that “one rainbow 
trout was encountered within the primary study area. This specimen was isolated in one of the 
pools of standing water present in spring 1996, along one of the old Corte Madera Creek 
channels (approximately 100 meters upstream from the small footbridge crossing the old creek 
channel). Several trout were also seen in Corte Madera Creek upstream from Jasper Ridge. 
The presence of rainbow trout/steelhead in the study area or downstream from the study area 
definitely impacts landuse decisions.” This is exactly where the HCP proposed channel 
excavation would occur and Stanford biologists were concerned about land use decisions for 
the not yet listed “rainbow trout/steelhead” present. In describing Searsville Reservoir, a 1995 
Stanford report states: “Resident rainbow trout have been encountered in the cooler, deep 
portion of the lake during sampling by biologist Dr. Alan Launer of Stanford’s Center for 
Conservation Biology” (Stanford 1995). 

The Stanford publication, “Jasper Ridge- A Stanford Sanctuary” acknowledges the presence of 
red-legged frogs and western pond turtles occurring “along the edges” and “marshes” of 
Searsville Reservoir: “Foothill yellow- and red-legged frogs live secretly along its edges, and 
western pond turtles scuttle slowly through the marshes. Western terrestrial and aquatic garter 
snakes slide along the lakeshore...” (Stanford 1990). The HCP proposed channel excavation 
would occur directly through these edges and marshes adjacent to Searsville Reservoir, yet the 
draft EIS does not list these areas as recently occupied. 

A 1995 Stanford report noted the expected occurrence of covered species along the exact HCP 
proposed channel excavation location with “endangered red-legged frogs, which are thought to 
exist in small numbers along Corte Madera Creek above Searsville Lake (T. Dudley, P. Cohen, 
pers. comm.)” (Stanford 1995).  

It is clear from the additional, and new, information we provide here that red-legged frogs, 
western pond turtles, and San Francisco garter snakes have recently occurred adjacent to 
Searsville Reservoir and immediately upstream in Corte Madera Creek where the HCP 
proposed channel excavation site is located. The data also shows that suitable habitat has been 
consistently documented and remains in this location, that Corte Madera Creek provides 
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connectivity between currently know populations upstream and downstream of the proposed 
channel excavation site, and that contemporary USFWS protocol surveys have not been 
conducted, or cited, to assess present occurrence within and adjacent to the HCP proposed 
channel excavation site. We therefore request an update to the covered species distribution, 
occurrence, and suitable habitat information within the draft EIS. We request that “recently 
occupied” status be designated along the hydraulically connected stream and marsh habitat 
reaches between Searsville Reservoir fragments (Main, Middle, Upper) and between Skipper’s 
Pond and the channel connected to the main Searsville Reservoir. We also request that the 
agencies include their supporting data on the most recent occurrence surveys and USFWS 
protocol survey reports that cover the proposed channel excavation location and adjacent 
USFWS protocol defined survey radius. 
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Appendix B 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Guidance on Site Assessment and Field Surveys for the California 
Red-legged Frogs (USFWS 2005)- Notes 

The USFWS “has determined that the survey portion of the 1997 Guidance is less likely to 
accurately detect CRF than previously thought, especially in certain portions of the species 
range and particularly where CRF exist in low numbers. In response to the need for new 
guidance, the Service has prepared this Revised Guidance on Site Assessment and Field 
Surveys for the California Red-legged Frog (Guidance). Similar to the 1997 Guidance, two 
procedures are recommended in the new Guidance to accurately assess the likelihood of CRF 
presence in the vicinity of a project site: (1) an assessment of CRF locality records and 
potential CRF habitat in and around the project area and, (2) focused field surveys of 
breeding pools and other associated habitat to determine whether CRF are likely to be 
present. If the following Guidance is followed in its entirety, the results of the site assessments 
and surveys will be considered valid by the Service for two (2) years...” (USFWS 2005).  

We are unaware of, and the draft EIS does not specify, any such surveys conducted by a 
qualified biologist within the past two years for the specified 1-mile radius surrounding the 
proposed channel excavation (including 1-mile up Corte Madera Creek from the upper end of 
the proposed excavation area and adjacent “recently occupied” Skipper’s Pond). The 2005 
guidelines note that “data entry into the CNDDB is not always current nor do all surveyors 
submit reports to the CNDDB, thus it is essential that other information sources on local 
occurrences of CRF be consulted.” We have provided extensive additional documentation of 
red-legged frog, western pond turtle, and San Francisco garter snake occurrence and habitat 
suitability herein that was not cited in the HCP or draft EIS.  

2005 USFWS guidelines for red-legged frog site assessment and field surveys note that 
“breeding sites” are know to “include... marshes... permanent and semi-permanent natural 
ponds, ponded and backwater portions of streams, as well as artificial impoundments such as 
stock ponds, irrigation ponds, and siltation ponds. Creeks and ponds where California red-
legged frogs are found most often have dense growths of woody riparian vegetation, especially 
willows (Salix spp.)” (USFWS 2005). The proposed channel excavation site is noted for it’s 
dense growth of willow riparian forest and includes the above mentioned red-legged frog habitat 
types. We submit that this proposed channel excavation site warrants a concerted and 
contemporary survey using USFWS guidelines. 

2005 USFWS guidelines for red-legged frog site assessment and field surveys note that 
“California red-legged frogs may move up to 3 kilometers (1.88 miles) up or down drainages and 
are known to wander throughout riparian woodlands up to several dozen meters from the water. 
Dispersing frogs have been recorded to cover distances from 0.40 kilometer (0.25 mile) to more 
than 3.2 kilometers (2 miles) without apparent regard to topography, vegetation type, or riparian 
corridors” (USFWS 2005). As noted herein, red-legged frogs currently occupy multiple locations 
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less than 2 miles upstream and downstream of the proposed channel excavation. 
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