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INTRODUCTION 

Western EcoSystems Technology Inc. (WEST) conducted a survey at Front Range Midway 

Solar, LLC’s1 proposed project site to document any wetlands or other waterbodies that would 

be protected by the Clean Water Act and any potential occurrences or habitat for threatened or 

endangered species protected under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) or Colorado State law. 

The project site is located in El Paso County, Colorado, just west of Interstate 25 (I-25) and 

about 20 miles south of downtown Colorado Springs (Figure 1). The site will accommodate up 

to 100 megawatts (MW) of photovoltaic solar generating capacity and encompass 

approximately 1,085 acres of land. This survey was conducted to provide supporting information 

for compliance project environmental review, as well as compliance with the Clean Water Act 

and Endangered Species Act.  

PROJECT AREA DESCRIPTION 

The project area is located on the west side of I-25; a landfill is located to the south, a housing 

development consisting of 2.5-acre lots to the northwest, rangeland to the north, and a gravel pit 

adjacent to the site on the east. Other facilities nearby the project area include Pikes Peak 

International Raceway about 1.5 miles to the north and Fort Carson Military Reservation about 

one mile to the west. An electrical substation and the natural gas-fired Southwest Generation 

Power Plant are located within the project area (but are not included as part of the project area) 

at the west-central part of the site and several transmission lines connect to these facilities. Two 

fenced telecommunications compounds are also located within the project area. 

 

The site is within Land Resource Region G, Western Great Plains (NRCS 2006). The project 

area is flat to gently rolling, at elevations ranging from approximately 5,360 to 5,520 feet. 

Surface runoff is generally to the east and flows to Fountain Creek, which flows to the south 

along the east side of I-25 to Pueblo where it joins the Arkansas River. The National Hydrology 

Dataset (NHD) portrays the surface water drainage network on maps; these are the blue lines 

seen on U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) topographic maps. No “blue lines” occur in the project 

area. The nearest named creek on a USGS topographic map is Sand Creek, over one-half mile 

south of the project area. The National Wetland Inventory (NWI) maps wetlands and deep water 

habitats of the U.S. According to the NWI, no wetlands occur at the project site.  

 

Four soil map units are found in the project area; none are hydric soils. Table 1 summaries soils 

found in the project area.  

                                                
1 The project proponent, Front Range Midway Solar, LLC, is a wholly owned subsidiary of Tradewind Energy, LLC. 
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Figure 1. Vicinity Map 
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Table 1. Soils in the Project Area 

Soil Map Unit Soil Description 

Kim loam, 1 to 8 percent slopes Deep, well drained soils formed in calcareous 

loamy sediment on fans and uplands. 

Permeability is moderate. 

Schamber-Razor complex, 8 to 50 percent 

slopes 

Deep to moderately deep, well drained, 

gently rolling to steep soils on eroded breaks 

and remnants of granite outwash over shale. 

Permeability is slow to rapid. 

Wilid silt loam, 0 to 3 percent slopes Deep, well-drained soil formed in calcareous, 

silty eolian material. Permeability is 

moderate. 

Fort loam, 1 to 5 percent slopes, cool Deep, well drained soils formed from loamy 

eolian deposits on plains. Permeability is 

moderately high. 

Source: Web Soil Survey, USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 

 

The natural vegetation of the project area is short-grass prairie. According to USGS National 

Land Cover Database, the primary cover type in the project area is grassland/herbaceous with a 

small area of scrub/shrub. The scrub/shrub classification includes areas dominated by shrubs 

less than five meters tall with a shrub canopy cover typically greater than 20 percent of total 

vegetation. This class includes true shrubs, young trees in an early successional stage, or trees 

stunted from environmental conditions. During a June 10, 2015 site visit, cane cholla 

(Cylindropuntia imbricata) was observed to be common throughout most of the grassland in the 

project area. Juniper (Juniperus scopulorum) trees were observed scattered in some of the 

drainage ways and at the northwest part of the project area. 

METHODS  

Wetlands and Waterbodies 

Prior to conducting the field survey, a WEST biologist reviewed USGS topographic maps, 

Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) web soil survey data, Google Earth aerial 

photography, and NWI data. Based on this review, all areas that could potentially be classified 

as a water of the U.S., including wetlands, were investigated in the field.   

 

Two WEST biologists conducted the field survey on June 10, 2015. Wetland delineations 

followed the 1987 Corps of Engineers Wetlands Delineation Manual (Environmental Laboratory 

1987) and the Regional Supplement to the Corps of Engineers Wetland Delineation Manual: 

Great Plains Region (Version 2.0) (USACE 2010).  These manuals outline a three parameter 

approach for an area to be considered a wetland, in which all three parameters must be met.  

Hydrophytic vegetation must be the dominant vegetative cover, hydric soils must be present, 

and wetland hydrology must be present. The 2014 National Wetland Plant List (Lichvar et al. 

2014) was used to determine the indicator status of plant species. Soil map units were 

determined from the NRCS Web Soil Survey website. The WEST biologists were to complete 
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wetland determination data forms for each sample point, and wetland boundaries were to be 

recorded on a Trimble 7X GPS unit with sub-foot accuracy. 

 

Waterbodies were investigated in accordance with the Clean Water Rule. As such, the definition 

of “Waters of the United States” was taken from 40 CFR 230.3 (note: this is a prepublication 

version of the rule; the final rule was signed on 5/27/2015 and will become effective 60 days 

after publication in the Federal Register). Under this rule, tributaries must show physical 

features of flowing water (i.e., a bed, bank, and ordinary high water mark) to warrant protection 

under the Clean Water Act. All potential waterways were visited in the field to document the 

presence or absence of physical features of flowing water. The WEST biologists took 

photographs of to provide supporting documentation of the investigation. 

Threatened, Endangered, and Species of Special Concern and Habitat 

The project proponent previously completed an in-house Critical Issues Analysis, which 

included a list of federal and state threatened and endangered species in El Paso County (Table 

2).  The project proponent also sent letters to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) and 

Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) requesting technical assistance review of the project. In 

their responses (Appendix A), the Service suggested an onsite habitat assessment for federally 

listed species and the CPW provided a list of state species of special concern in addition to 

threatened and endangered species. The species of special concern have been included in the 

evaluation (Table 2). 

 

During the site visit on June 10, 2015, WEST biologists surveyed the project area to determine 

the habitat types present, and if any habitats might support listed threatened, endangered, and 

species of special concern. The survey was conducted by driving all roads in and around the 

project area and making observations. The substation properties in the middle of the project 

area were included in the visual evaluation. In addition, the Colorado Natural Heritage Program 

(CNHP) website was consulted to determine if any records of federal or state listed threatened 

or endangered species occur in the 7.5-minute quadrangle map (quad) in which the project is 

located (Buttes Quad).  

 

Table 2. Federal and State Threatened, Endangered and Species of Special Concern 
 – El Paso County, Colorado 

Common Name  Scientific Name  State Status  Federal 
Status  

Mexican Spotted Owl  Strix occidentalis lucida  Endangered  Threatened  

Arkansas Darter  Etheostoma cragini  Threatened  Candidate 
Threatened  

Greenback Cutthroat 
Trout  

Oncorhynchus clarki stomias  Threatened  Threatened  

Ute Ladies’-Tresses  Spiranthes diluvialis  None  Threatened  

Pawnee Montane 
Skipper  

Hesperia leonardus montana  None  Threatened  

Black-Footed Ferret  Mustela nigripes  Endangered  EXP*  
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Common Name  Scientific Name  State Status  Federal 
Status  

North American 
Wolverine  

Gulo gulo luscus  Endangered  Proposed 
Threatened  

Preble’s Meadow 
Jumping Mouse  

Zapus hudsonius preblei  Threatened  Threatened  

Least Tern  Sterna antillarum  Endangered  Endangered  

Piping Plover  Charadrius melodus  Threatened  Threatened  

Whooping Crane  Grus americana  Endangered  Endangered  

Pallid Sturgeon  Scaphirhynchus albus  None  Endangered  

Plains Sharp-Tailed 
Grouse  

Tympanuchus phasianellus 
jamesii  

Endangered  None  

Burrowing Owl  Athene cunicularia  Threatened  None  

Lesser Prairie-Chicken  Tympanuchus pallidicinctus  Threatened  Proposed 
Threatened  

River Otter  Lontra canadensis  Threatened  None  

Prairie Dog Cynomys spp. Species of 
Special Concern 

None (black-
tailed prairie 
dog) 

Swift Fox Vulpes velox Species of 
Special Concern 

None 

Mountain Plover Charadrius montanus Species of 
Special Concern 

None 

Townsend’s Big-eared 
Bat 

Corynorhinus townsendii Species of 
Special Concern 

None 

Northern Leopard Frog Lithobates pipiens Species of 
Special Concern 

None 

Source: Critical Issues Analysis; Tradewind Energy,Inc., CPW letter to Tradewind Energy 

RESULTS 

Wetlands and Waterbodies 

No wetlands occur in the project area. The WEST biologists investigated all areas that could 

potentially support wetlands and confirmed that no wetlands were found in the project area 

(Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Potential Wetland and Waterbody Features Investigated in the Field
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Other potential waterbodies that might be waters of the U.S. were also investigated in the field 

based on the pre-field data review. The investigation included areas that, topographically, could 

drain water (Figure 2). None of the drainage ways had physical features of flowing water, such 

as a bed, bank, or ordinary high water mark; therefore, they do not meet the definition of 

tributary and did not include characteristics of jurisdictional waters of the U.S. under the Clean 

Water Rule (see photographs, Appendix B). A dam occurs on one of the drainage ways, 

creating a stock pond (Photo 1, Appendix B). This stock pond had water at the time of the field 

investigation, probably due to timing of the survey in early June in a year with higher than 

average precipitation recorded for the month of May (NOAA 2015). The water appeared to be 

receding and likely dries up in late summer and in dry years in general. The banks were muddy 

and no hydrophytes were found along the bank, indicating water does not persist long enough 

or frequent enough to support hydrophytic vegetation. The stock pond did not include 

characteristics of a jurisdictional water of the U.S. (i.e., the Clean Water Rule specifically 

describes that artificial, constructed lakes and ponds constructed in dry land such as farm and 

stock watering ponds are not jurisdictional waters of the U.S.; Clean Water Rule Text § 

230.3(s)(2)(iv)(B)). 

 

Threatened, Endangered, and Species of Special Concern and Habitat  

Threatened and Endangered Species 

The list of federal and state threatened and endangered species in El Paso County prepared for 

a Critical Issues Analysis for the project included three fish (the state threatened Arkansas 

darter, the federal and state threatened greenback cutthroat trout, and the federal endangered 

pallid sturgeon). The field visit confirmed there are no waterbodies present at the project site 

that could support these fish species; therefore, these species could not occur there and the 

project would not affect these species. Similarly, no aquatic habitat is present at the project site 

for the state threatened river otter, so this species could not occur there and the project would 

not affect river otter.  

 

Three other mammals were on the list of federal and state threatened and endangered species 

in El Paso County according to the Critical Issues Analysis prepared for the project: the federal 

and state endangered black-footed ferret, the state endangered North American wolverine, and 

the federal and state threatened Preble’s meadow jumping mouse. The Service, in coordination 

with CPW (formerly the Colorado Division of Wildlife), has block-cleared all black-tailed prairie 

dog habitat in eastern Colorado, including El Paso County (USFWS 2009). This means the 

county has been determined to no longer contain any wild, free-ranging black-footed ferrets. 

Block clearance also means that the removal of black-tailed prairie dogs or their habitat (which 

provide habitat for black-footed ferrets) will no longer be required to meet the Service’s survey 

guidelines for black-footed ferrets, or undergo consultation under Section 7 of the ESA (USFWS 

2009). Based on the block clearance of El Paso County, the project would not affect the black-

footed ferret. The North American wolverine occurs primarily in forested habitat and tundra. 

Because the project area does not contain habitat for this species, the project would not affect 

North American wolverine. The Preble’s meadow jumping mouse inhabits well developed 
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riparian habitat with adjacent, relatively undisturbed grassland communities and a nearby water 

source. Well-developed riparian habitat includes a dense combination of grasses, forbs, and 

shrubs. No riparian habitat occurs in the project area and the only water source on the site is a 

seasonal stock pond with no shrubs in the riparian zone. Because habitat is not present at the 

project site for Preble’s meadow jumping mouse, the project would not affect this species.  

 

The list of federal and state threatened and endangered species in El Paso County included one 

butterfly, the federal threatened Pawnee montane skipper. This species has restricted range in 

portions of neighboring and nearby counties including Jefferson, Douglas, Teller and Park 

counties. This butterfly only occurs along the South Platte Canyon River drainage system in 

Ponderosa pine woodlands on moderately steep, granitic slopes. Because habitat does not 

occur for the Pawnee montane skipper in the project area and the project would not affect its 

habitat in nearby counties, the project would have no effect on this species. 

 

Seven birds were on the list of federal and state threatened and endangered species in El Paso 

County: the state endangered and federal threatened Mexican spotted owl, the federal and state 

endangered least tern, the federal and state threatened piping plover, the federal and state 

endangered whooping crane, the state endangered plains sharp-tailed grouse, the state 

threatened burrowing owl, and the state and federal threatened lesser prairie chicken. Of these, 

the Mexican spotted owl would not be affected by the project because its habitat (forested 

mountains and canyons) is not present in the project area and this species would not occur 

there. Nesting habitat is not present in the project area for the least tern, piping plover, or 

whooping crane; however, because these species are migratory it is possible individuals could 

fly over the project area during migration. Even if this were to occur, the project is unlikely to 

affect these species because there is little to attract a migrating bird to the site (e.g., water), nor 

would solar panels (up to 10 feet in height) present a  substantial collision hazard to migrating 

birds. Both the plains sharp-tailed grouse and the lesser prairie chicken are known from eastern 

Colorado; the plains sharp-tailed grouse to the northeast of the project area and the lesser 

prairie chicken to the southeast. While both are grassland species, both species’ preferred 

habitat typically includes more shrubs than occur in the project area such as scrub oak and 

sand sage. The project is unlikely to affect these species because preferred shrub species are 

not present.  

 

Burrowing owl nesting habitat consists of open areas with mammal burrows, such as the black-

tailed prairie dog burrows that occur at the project site. Black-tailed prairie dogs were observed 

during the site visit and are active. Burrowing owls could occur and nest at the project site and 

be affected by the project. The CPW (formerly Colorado Division of Wildlife) has recommended 

survey protocols and actions to protect nesting burrowing owls (Appendix C). The protocol 

advises surveys for any activities occurring between March 15th and October 31 (burrowing owls 

are migratory and not expected to be present from November 1st to March 14th). Surveys are 

conducted in early mornings and evenings when the birds are most active and are conducted 

from a point with an unobstructed view of the prairie dog town. Multiple visits should be 

conducted to maximize the likelihood of detecting owls, if present. If owls are detected, CDOW 

recommends waiting to initiate activities until after November 1st or until it can be confirmed that 
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owls have left the prairie dog town, or carefully monitor the owls, noting and marking which 

burrows they are using. When all active burrows have been located and marked, activity can 

proceed in areas greater than 150 feet from the burrows with little danger to owls.  

 

The list of federal and state threatened and endangered species in El Paso County included one 

plant species, the Ute ladies’-tresses orchid (Spiranthes diluvialis). This species occurs in moist 

meadows with perennial stream terraces, floodplains, oxbows, seasonally flooded river terraces, 

subirrigated or spring-fed abandoned stream channels and valleys, lakeshores, and human-

modified wetlands. The on-site wetland and waterbody survey confirmed that habitat is not 

present in the project area for Ute ladies’-tresses orchid; therefore, the project would not affect 

this species.  

 

State Species of Special Concern 

The WEST biologists observed black-tailed prairie dogs in the north-central portion of the 

project area, east of the existing substation. Since prairie dogs are known to occur in the project 

area, the project will affect this species. The CPW recommends that prairie dogs be either 

moved alive to another location or humanely killed before any earth-moving occurs (Appendix 

A). CPW also recommends that since burrowing owls use prairie dog holes, the following should 

be observed:  

 If construction is to occur between March 1 and October 31, the area should be 

surveyed for the presence of burrowing owls prior to any earth-moving taking place. The 

owls are susceptible to being buried and killed in their holes by construction activity. 

They are protected by law and killing one is illegal. 

 If construction is to occur between November 1 and February 28, it is very unlikely that 

burrowing owls would be present since they migrate out of the state during winter 

(Appendix A).  

 

Swift fox occurs on the shortgrass prairies of eastern Colorado and other central plains states 

(NatureServe 2015). Home range size ranges from a few hundred to a few thousand hectares 

(NatureServe 2015). They den in burrows, including prairie dog burrows. Most litters are born in 

March or early April and pups usually emerge by June 1 (NatureServe 2015). Because the 

project area includes habitat suitable for swift fox, including potential denning habitat, the project 

has potential to affect swift fox if they occur in the project area at the time of construction. If 

prairie dogs are removed prior to project-related earth-moving and outside of burrowing owl 

nesting season (March 1 through October 31), denning habitat for swift fox would also be 

eliminated outside of denning season when pups would be present, minimizing impacts to swift 

fox pups. The project would eliminate up to 1,085 acres of swift fox general habitat if the entire 

site is developed. 

 

Mountain plover nest on high plains/shortgrass prairie habitat, including prairie dog towns in 

some areas (NatureServe 2015). In Colorado, nesting often occurs in shortgrass prairie with a 

history of heavy grazing or in low shrub semideserts. Nesting areas are characterized by very 

short vegetation, significant areas of bare ground (generally at least 30 percent bare ground), 
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and flat or gentle slopes (NatureServe 2015). Nesting begins in late April, incubation lasts for 29 

days, and nestlings fledge in about 33 to 34 days. The project area includes some potential 

habitat suitable for mountain plover, including nesting habitat, particularly around the prairie dog 

burrows; however, vegetative cover appeared to be greater than 70 percent over most of the 

site based on observations during the site visit and vegetative appeared relatively tall for 

shortgrass prairie due to presence of cane cholla (up to several feet in height), which is common 

throughout the project site, as well as scattered trees in parts of the project area. The project 

would eliminate up to 1,085 acres of potential mountain plover habitat if the entire site is 

developed; however, most of the project area is not high quality habitat due to vegetative cover 

and structure. 

 

Roosting habitat for Townsend’s big-eared bat consists of spacious cavern-like structures such 

as caves and mines (Gruver and Keinath 2003). They forage along edge habitats (e.g., forested 

edges and intermittent streams), in forested habitat and along heavily vegetated stream 

corridors, and in open areas near wooded habitat though they appear to avoid open, grazed 

pasture land (Pierson et al. 1999). Water sources for drinking are open and accessible. 

Although roosting habitat is not present for Townsend’s big-eared bat in the project area, the 

CPW report that a colony of Townsend’s big-eared bat is located within a five-mile radius of the 

project area and bats might use the stock pond in the project area to drink and hunt insects 

(Appendix A). The stock pond would remain with development of the project and Townsend’s 

big-eared bat could use it for foraging and water. The project would have little impact on the 

colony of Townsend’s big-eared bat located within a five-mile radius because roosting habitat is 

not present in the project area and would not be affected, and the stock pond would continue to 

provide potential foraging opportunities and a water source for drinking.  

 

Northern leopard frog live in the vicinity of springs, slow streams, marshes, bogs, ponds, canals, 

flood plains, reservoirs, and lakes (NatureServe 2015). They are usually in or near permanent 

water with rooted aquatic vegetation. In summer, they commonly inhabit wet meadows and 

fields, wintering sites are usually underwater (NatureServe 2015). Potential northern leopard 

frog habitat in the project area is limited to the stock pond. The WEST biologists observed water 

in the stock pond at the time of the field visit, probably due to timing in early June in a year with 

higher than average precipitation recorded for the month of May (NOAA 2015). The water 

appeared to be receding and likely dries up in late summer and in dry years in general. The 

banks were muddy and no hydrophytes were found along the bank, indicating water does not 

persist long enough or frequent enough to support hydrophytic or aquatic vegetation. No wet 

meadows or fields occur near the stock pond. The project area stock pond does not have 

preferred habitat features for the northern leopard frog, such as permanent water and rooted 

aquatic vegetation; the northern leopard frog is unlikely to occur there and project is unlikely to 

affect this species.  
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APPENDIX B 

Photo Documentation of Potential Wetland and Waterbody Features Investigated at the 

Front Range Midway Solar Project Site 

 



 

 

 
Location and Direction of Photographs taken in Project Area



 

 

 
Photo 1. Stock pond (view from dam looking southwest) 

 

 
Photo 2.  

Drainage way at northcentral part of the project area, looking northeast from dam 
  



 

 

 
Photo 3.  

Drainage way at northcentral part of the project area, looking southwest (view from upper 
end of stock pond) 

 

 
Photo 4.  

Drainage way at southeast part of the project area, looking northwest 
 



 

 

 
Photo 5. 

Drainage way at southeast part of the project area, looking south 
 

 
Photo 6. 

Drainage way at southeast part of the project area, looking north from road along 
southern border of project area 

 



 

 

 
Photo 7. 

Drainage way at southwest part of the project area, looking northwest from road along 

southern border of project area 

 
Photo 8. 

Drainage way at southwest part of the project area, looking northwest (upstream from 

Photo 7 location) 



 

 

 
Photo 9.  

Drainage way at southwest part of the project area, looking south from road through 

center of project area 

 
Photo 10.  

Drainage way at southwest part of the project area, looking north from road through 

center of project area (no discernable drainage pattern on landscape) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX C 

CDOW Recommended Survey Protocol and Actions to Protect Nesting Burrowing Owls 

  



 

 

 
  



 

 

 
  



 

 

 


