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Ecoregion Characteristics 
Land cover types were determined through a desktop review of the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) National 
Gap Analysis Program (GAP) land cover classification system.  The review indicated that the Project falls within 
the Foothills Grasslands Level IV ecoregion of the Southwestern Tablelands Level III ecoregion (USGS 2011): 

The Foothills Grasslands contains a mix of grasslands extending east from the Rocky Mountains.  Tall and mid-
grasses are prominent here as a result of increased moisture from mountain runoff (USGS 2011).   Big bluestem 
(Andropogon gerardii) and little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium), yellow Indiangrass (Sorghastrum 
nutans), and switchgrass (Panicum virgatum) are the dominant grasses, along with foothill grassland 
communities, and scattered pine woodlands. 

Endangered Species 
The USFWS Information, Planning, and Conservation System (IPaC) was used to assess the potential for 
federally listed TES species within the proposed Project area.  IPaC listed five (5) species for the area, including 
Preble’s.  Critical Habitat has been designated by the Service for Preble’s, and a portion of this critical habitat 
does occur in El Paso County.  However, Critical Habitat is not located within the Project (Appendix III).  The 
middle stretch of Kettle Creek is the closest designated PMJM Critical Habitat, located approximately five miles 
northwest of the western Project boundary.  Field efforts were subsequently conducted to ground-truth for 
any potentially suitable habitat on site for TES species.  Federally-listed TES species which were flagged in IPaC 
were not found to have sufficiently suitable habitat available within the Project.   

Preble’s meadow jumping mouse 
El Paso County has specifically inquired about potential Project impacts to PMJM.  The PMJM is a small, long-
tailed rodent found along the Front Range between 4,600 and 7,600 feet in Colorado (USFWS 2014c).  Preble’s 
occupy riparian stream corridors located within a variety of habitats, including grassland, shrubland, forest, 
and mixed vegetation types along the Front Range in Colorado.  However, several specific habitat requirements 
and existing urban development limit the species’ distribution throughout its range.  A primary habitat 
requirement is a stream channel with open water during the active season for Preble’s, between May and 
September.  Within riparian corridors associated with such streams, the species requires dense, low, woody 
and herbaceous vegetation near ground level of nearly any specificity.  There are, however, preferred species 
compositions and vegetation structures that are of a higher quality than others.  Willows (Salix spp.) of the 
shrub form are a dominant habitat component, particularly sandbar willow (Salix exigua) and smaller peachleaf 
willow (Salix amygdaloides); larger willows of the tree form are not preferred, though neither are they 
unsuitable.  Cottonwoods (Polpulus spp.) such as Populus deltoides and Populus angustifolia are also a primary 
component, though again, shrubs and saplings as opposed to mature trees are ideal.  Shrubby alder trees 
(Alnus incana) can also be commonly found. Snowberry (Symphoricarpos spp.), dogwood (Cornus sericea), 
hawthorn (Crataegus macracantha), and Russian olive (Elaeagnus angustifolia) are all common riparian shrubs 
indicative of suitable Preble’s habitat.  A variety of sedges (Carex spp.), rushes (Juncus spp.), and grasses 
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(typically any lush grass will suffice) indicate healthy, dense, streamside riparian habitat that could support 
Preble’s.  A healthy forb component must also be present, though there are no specific forbs that are required 
(Clippinger 2002).   
 
Additionally, Preble’s requires upland habitat adjacent to the riparian corridor to use for foraging and for 
hibernation.  Any relatively undisturbed grassland areas adjacent to appropriate streamside habitat are 
considered sufficient.  Examples of upland habitat found to support Preble’s include hayed fields, grazed 
pasture, agricultural lands that are not regularly disked, restored areas, areas supporting recreation trails and 
wildland-urban interfaces, as well as native/non-native grasslands of a sufficient quality (USFWS 2004). These 
upland areas are not species-specific, but within the Pine Oak Woodlands ecoregion, typical tree and shrub 
species might include Gambel oak (Quercus gambelii), chokecherry (Prunus virginiana), wild plum (Prunus 
americana), hawthorn (Crataegus sp.), skunkbush (Rhus trilobata), snowberry, and ponderosa pine (Pinus 
ponderosa).  In the Pine Oak Woodlands ecoregion, grasses can include big bluestem, little bluestem, 
Indiangrass, switchgrass, mountain muhly (Muhlenbergia montana), prairie Junegrass (Koeleria macrantha), 
wheatgrasses (Agropyron, Pascopyrum, and Elymus spp.), grama grasses (Bouteloua spp.), Poa species, and 
fescues (Festuca spp.).  Other shrubs, grasses, or forbs may be present in the uplands that are not included 
here, so long as they comprise a well-developed plains ecosystem.  A taller tree component (mainly ponderosa 
pine, douglas fir [Pseudotsuga mensiezzii], or blue spruce [Picea pungens]) may be present as well.  Habitat 
connectivity is also a crucial element, not only between riparian and upland habitats, but within both habitat 
types themselves (Dharman 2001). Features that disrupt the contiguity of suitable habitats may preclude the 
presence of the species either upstream or downstream of said features. 
 
FINDINGS 
Upon completion of a desktop review and site reconnaissance, M&S and Core contend that the proposed 
Project will have no adverse effects on TES, including PMJM.  Specifically, suitable habitat for PMJM is not 
present within the Project, for a variety of reasons.  Number one, the intermittent flows of Sand Creek do not 
meet the criterion for an annual, open, flowing waterway.  Second, the streamside vegetation is often sparse, 
and in particular lacking the necessary shrub cover to support Preble’s.  In addition, while the adjacent uplands 
may possess the appropriate habitat structure and components, access to the uplands from the stream channel 
is often prevented by steep (in many cases vertical), incised banks.  Finally, previous ESA consultation in 2007 
found vegetation composition and density unsuitable, and flow velocities intermittent and insufficient 
throughout the Sand Creek drainage, and previous trapping studies in the vicinity yielded negative results.    

Since 2007, the Service has expanded the PMJM block clearance zone to include the current Project area, which 
is now located in the northeast portion of the block clearance zone (see Appendix III).  At present, severe 
incision and erosion to the main channel of Sand Creek has created consistently steep, bare banks unsuitable 
for PMJM movement through the central portion of the property.  Upland vegetation characteristics may be 
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suitable as a mix of forbs and grasses were present at the time of the site visit; however, consistently steep 
banks throughout the majority of the main channel make the adjacent upland habitat inaccessible to PMJM 
and preclude the growth of healthy, lush riparian habitat.  We kindly request an updated concurrence letter 
from USFWS for a “NLAA” or “No Effects” determination in association with this review.  This documentation 
is required to satisfy El Paso County’s request for USFWS concurrence that the proposed project continues to 
have no adverse effect on any TES, including Preble’s meadow jumping mouse. 

 

Please contact me with any questions/comments at maynard@corecivil.com or phone: (303) 703-4444 x 122. 

Sincerely, 

 
Dan Maynard 
Project Coordinator/Ecologist 
 
 
 
CC:   Donna Lakamp (donna_lakamp@fws.gov), USFWS; 

Alison Michael (alison_michael@fws.gov), USFWS;  
Leslie Ellwood (leslie_ellwood@fws.gov), USFWS;  
Chris Haas (haas@corecivil.com), Core Consultants;  
Virgil Sanchez (virgils@mscivil.com), M&S Civil 

 
 
 
Appendices: 

Appendix I: USFWS PMJM Disqualification Letter  
Appendix II: Walsh Site Disqualification Report 
Appendix III: PMJM Habitat Map 
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USFWS PMJM Disqualification Letter  
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Appendix II 
Walsh Site Disqualification Report 
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Appendix III 
PMJM Habitat Map 

 



LINCOLNLINCOLN
COUNTYCOUNTY

ELBERTELBERT
COUNTYCOUNTYDOUGLAS COUNTYDOUGLAS COUNTY

EL PASOEL PASO
COUNTYCOUNTY

TELLERTELLER
COUNTYCOUNTY

FREM ONTFREM ONT
COUNTYCOUNTY

CROWLEYCROWLEY
COUNTYCOUNTYPUEBLOPUEBLO

COUNTYCOUNTY

Date: 7/9/2015
Project #: 15-001

Sterling Ranch
Preble's Meadow Jumping Mouse Habitat Map

El Paso County, Colorado

0 5 10Miles

Project Area
USFWS PMJM Critical Habitat
USFWS PMJM Block Clearance Area

PROJECT AREA


	Project Location
	Previous ESA Consultations
	Ecoregion Characteristics
	Endangered Species
	Preble’s meadow jumping mouse
	REFERENCES



