
 

Appendix C 
List of Special-Status  
Plant Species Potentially 
Found in Area 



 



City of Merced Wastewater Treatment Plant Expansion Project C-1 ESA / 205087 
Draft Environmental Impact Report  August 2006 

APPENDIX C 
Special-Status Species; Habitats on 
Wastewater Treatment Plant Project Site 

Special-Status Species Potentially Occurring in  
Project Area 
The “Potential for Occurrence” category is defined as follows: 

• Unlikely:  The Project site and/or immediate area do not support suitable habitat for 
a particular species or the Project site is outside the species’ known range. 

• Low Potential:  The Project site and/or immediate area provide only limited habitat 
for a particular species. In addition, the known range for a particular species may be 
outside the Project area. 

• Medium Potential:  The Project site and/or adjacent areas that could be affected by 
the Project provide suitable habitat for a particular species, but the species has not 
been documented in the Project area. 

• High Potential:  The Project site and/or immediate area provide ideal habitat 
conditions for a particular species and/or the species has been documented in the 
Project area. 
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Habitat Descriptions 

Project Site Description 
The Project site is located approximately 1.5 miles south of the City of Merced, in Merced County, 
California. Surrounding land use is largely agriculture - the Project site is surrounded by relatively 
level disced fields with several canals and drainage ditches within and adjacent to the fields. The 
Project study area encompasses approximately 178 acres of the 1,335-acre WWTP property and 
includes treatment facilities, sludge basins, spreading and drying fields, and an effluent channel 
that parallels Miles Creek and eventually connects with Hartley Slough. Other areas of the 
WWTP not directly used in plant operations includes a police shooting range, eucalyptus grove, 
and a 88-acre preserve area that includes annual grassland, alkali scrub, seasonal wetlands, and 
remnant orchard trees. Habitats descriptions provided in the following text are illustrated in 
Figure 3-2 of the EIR. 

Vegetation Communities and Wildlife Habitats  
The following vegetation communities occur in the Project study area. These vegetation 
communities are described using the California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG) A Guide 
to Wildlife Habitats (Mayer and Laudenslayer, 1988). The wildlife habitats described below 
generally correlate with vegetative communities. Vegetative communities are assemblages of 
plant species that occur together in the same area. They are defined both by species composition 
and relative abundance. 

Annual Grassland 
Approximately 24.1 acres of annual grassland occur in floodplain adjacent to a segment of 
Hartley Slough at the Project site. Formerly used as a peach pit disposal site several peach tree 
(Prunus persica) snags occur sporadically along the eastern edge of this plant community. 
Dominant plant species include soft chess (Bromus hordeaceus), foxtail barley (Hordeum 
murinum ssp. leporinum), ripgut brome (Bromus diandrus), and common tarweed (Hemizonia 
pungens ssp. pungens). Non-native forbs include shortpod mustard (Hirschfeldia incana), milk 
thistle (Silybum marianum), perennial pepperweed (Lepidium latifolium), and prickly lettuce 
(Lactuca serriola).  

Several wildlife species were noted using the annual grassland habitat including field mice 
(Peromyscus maniculatus), Caliornia vole (Microtus californicus), and a variety of birds such as 
northern harrier (Circus cyaneus), American kestrel (Falco sparverius), and goldfinches.  

Alkali Scrub 
Approximately 48 acres of alkali scrub occurs in the floodplain and former peach pit disposal site. 
Peach tree snags are scattered throughout this plant community which was later planted with big 
saltbush (Atriplex lentiformis) shrubs and Arizona cyprus (Cupressus arizonica) to create wildlife 
habitat managed for hunting by CDFG. This plant community is characterized by dense thickets 
of big saltbush shrubs with little to no understory, and cover ranges from continuous to 
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intermittent. Associated shrub and small tree species include peach trees, coyote brush (Baccharis 
pilularis), and blue elderberry (Sambucus mexicana).   

Wildlife species using this alkali scrub habitat include coyote (Canis latrans), black-tailed jackrabbit 
(Lepus californicus), cottontail (Sylvilagus audubonii), feral cat (Felis domesticus), and several 
bird species including western scrub jay (Aphelocoma californica), white-crowned sparrow 
(Zonotrichia leucophrys), Lincoln’s sparrow (Melospiza lincolnii), and loggerhead shrike (Lanius 
ludovicianus). 

Eucalyptus 
An approximately 20.6-acre stand of eucalyptus occurs between the floodplain and the police 
shooting range. This habitat is characterized by a closed canopy of mature blue gum (Eucalyptus 
globulus) trees with a sparse understory of annual grasses and non-native forbs.  Understory 
components include blue gum saplings, milkthistle, prickly lettuce, poison hemlock (Conium 
maculatum), and grasses including salt grass (Distichlis spicata), ripgut brome, and foxtail  
barley.  The northern portion of this habitat was recently burned and lacks an understory, and the 
remaining understory appears to have been mowed sometime during the growing season.  This 
area is being harvested and approximately one-third of the original stand has been removed.  

Wildlife species using the eucalyptus are mainly bird species which feed, roost, and nest in the 
gum trees. Several red-tailed hawks (Buteo jamaicensis) were observed in the grove, but barn owl 
(Tyto alba), great-horned owl (Bubo virginianus), and other birds may also occur. 

Ruderal 
Approximately 2.7 acres of ruderal habitat occur throughout the project site. Ruderal areas are 
generally in disturbed or maintained areas and are characterized by a predominance of invasive 
non-native plant species. Dominant species are generally tall-growing invasive species such as 
poison hemlock, perennial pepperweed, prickly lettuce, and shortpod mustard interspersed with 
annual grasses such as Italian ryegrass (Lolium multiflorum), foxtail barley, and soft chess. The 
ruderal area between the alkali scrub and eucalyptus stand appears to have been recently mowed 
and the dominant species include fiddle dock (Rumex pulcher), prickly lettuce, milkthistle, but 
scattered big saltbush shrubs and blue elderberry are present as well.  This area also has a large 
brush pile surrounded by dense stand of milkthistle.  The ruderal area adjacent to the landfill is 
characterized by a dense stand of milkthistle and shortpod mustard with some downed eucalyptus 
trees and debris piles. The ruderal area in the northernmost portion of project site is characterized 
by a few mature Goodding’s willow trees with open grassy areas dominated by wild oats (Avena 
fatua), Italian ryegrass, common tarweed, milkthistle, and shortpod mustard.  A significant 
quantity of trash is present as a result of illegal dumping. 

Wildlife species that use ruderal habitat are varied and may include American crow (Corvus 
brachyrhynchos), morning dove (Zenaida macroura), lizards, and several species of songbirds 
that feed on the weedy vegetation. Burrowing owl may use mowed ruderal habitat for foraging. 
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Disced Field 
Approximately 30.6 acres of disced fields occur throughout the project site. These fields have 
been disced sometime during the growing season and are generally lacking vegetation. However, 
ruderal species have become established such as poison hemlock, Bermuda grass (Cynodon 
dactylon), amaranth (Amaranthus sp.), and goosefoot (Chenopodium sp.). Common tarweed and 
vegetation cover ranges from 10 to 60 percent.  Just south of the eucalyptus stand, what was once 
an almost solid stand of poison hemlock and milkthistle has been mowed and there is a large 
debris pile of blue gum trees. The field immediately south of the existing facilities serves as an 
emergency overflow retention pond. The eastern half of this field is characterized by a mostly 
continuous cover of Italian ryegrass with associated species such as cheeseweed (Malva 
parviflora), goosefoot, fiddle dock, and mustard (Brassica sp.), but the center of this area has a 
few large bare areas. The western half of this field has approximately 45 percent vegetation cover 
with dominants including Johnson grass, field bindweed (Convolvulus arvensis), cheeseweed, 
goosefoot, and common knotweed (Polygonum arenastrum).  A small area approximately 15 feet 
wide, between the edge of the alkali scrub and access roads has also been recently disced and 
lacks vegetation cover. 

Frequently-disced fields typically provide foraging habitat for wildlife species such as great-egret 
(Ardea alba), great-blue heron (Ardea herodus), northern harrier, red-tailed hawk, killdeer 
(Charadrius vociferus), white-tailed kite (Elanus leucurus), and burrowing owl.  

Landfill 
Approximately 3.8 acres of the project site is a previous landfill that has been capped and is 
currently used for dumping.  The area is lined by a gravel base and is characterized by numerous 
piles of concrete and asphalt rubble.  Some vegetation has become established both within the 
landfill area and along its edges.  Established vegetation is dominated by ruderal species 
including milkthistle, blue gum saplings, yellow starthistle (Centaurea solstitialis), Italian 
ryegrass, prickly lettuce, wild oats, foxtail barley, and shortpod mustard. 

Often landfills provide foraging habitat for ubiquitous bird species such as gulls and crows. Fence 
lizards and a feral cat were observed in this area. 

Developed Area 
Approximately 27.5 acres of the project site are developed and include the WWTP facilities, 
paved and unpaved roads, and parking lots.  The roads are sparsely to densely vegetated along  
the edges by ruderal species including poison hemlock, prickly lettuce, Johnson grass, and 
everlasting cudweed (Gnaphalium luteo-album).  Landscaped areas within WWTP facilities 
include a solid groundcover of iceplant (Carpobrotus edulis), a row of oleander (Nerium 
oldeander) shrubs, and scattered ornamental pines (Pinus sp.). 

Diversity of wildlife species in developed areas is typically low and limited to those species that 
are associated with human activity, including rock pigeon (Columba livia), American crow, house 
finch (Carpodacus mexicanus), and house sparrow (Passer domesticus). Several California 
ground squirrels (Spermophilus beecheyi) were observed along the edge of the iceplant where the 
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ground slopes down into a basin. Several ground squirrel burrows were noted in this area and 
along the roads as well.  

Fresh Emergent Marsh 
Approximately 7.97 acres of fresh emergent marsh occur at the project site within the ordinary 
high water mark of Hartley Slough. Common plant species observed in this habitat include 
common tule (Scirpus acutus), broad-leaved cattail (Typha latifolia), stinging nettle (Urtica 
dioica ssp. holosericea), common water smartweed (Polygonum punctatum), and common rush. 
This type of vegetation is also currently established within the Project site’s agricultural drainage 
ditches, but these features are periodically maintained to remove vegetation.  Therefore, the 
establishment of this plant community in ditches is ephemeral in nature and not considered a 
permanent feature.   

Wildlife using the fresh emergent marsh largely includes wading birds and waterfowl species 
such as great blue heron, great egret, black-crown night heron (Nycticorax nycticorax), American 
coot (Fulica americana), and mallard (Anas platyrhynchos). Red-winged blackbirds (Agelaius 
phoeniceus) also use this type of habitat, as do some aquatic reptiles and amphibians such as 
garter snake (Thamnophis sp.), pond turtle (Clemmys marmorata), and frogs (Rana sp.).  

Seasonal Wetland 
A low-lying floodplain adjacent to Hartley Slough supports a nearly continuous cover of seasonal 
wetland vegetation.  This feature is approximately 2.68 acres. The basin lies between the levee 
berm of Hartley Slough and the elevated adjacent grassland and alkali scrub habitats. This 
floodplain potentially acts as a detention basin for over bank flows during periods of heavy 
precipitation. The vegetation within the basin ranges from dense homogenous stands of perennial 
pepperweed to stands of perennial pepperweed, common tule, and narrow-leaved milkweed 
(Asclepias fascicularis) to areas dominated by Baltic rush, common tarweed and rabbitsfoot 
grass.  A few mature edible fig (Ficus carica) trees and scattered bare areas also occur in this 
wetland feature.   

Seasonal wetlands may support a variety of wildlife, some of which can be rare. A diversity of 
birds, invertebrates, some amphibian, and few reptiles may use ponded areas for food, cover, 
and/or breeding. Given the abundance of tall vegetation in the seasonal wetland habitat on the 
Project site, species such as red-winged blackbird and northern harrier are likely to be seen. 

Riverine 
Approximately 7.17 acres (21,769 linear feet) of riverine habitat occur at the project site in 
Hartley Slough, the effluent channel (Ditch D-5), and the four agricultural drainage ditches.  
Both Hartley Slough and the effluent channel are perennial drainages, but the agricultural ditches 
generally flow on an intermittent basis. Open water habitat is important habitat for wildlife 
species, particularly birds, such as great blue heron, great egret, mallard, American coot, belted 
kingfisher (Ceryle alcycon), and black phoebe (Sayornis nigricans). Several common carp 
(Cyprinus carpio carpio), mosquitofish (Gambusia affinis), and Sacramento pikeminnow 
(Ptychocheilus grandis) have been observed in the slough and channels at the Project site, and 
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garter snake may also use this habitat. Great-horned owls have been observed roosting in the fig 
trees on the edge of the seasonal wetland habitat. 
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