October 19, 2020
Andrew Young
Alameda County Planning Department
224 West Winton Ave. Rm. 111
Hayward, CA 94544-1215
RE:

Comments on Aramis Solar Energy Generation and Storage Public Review Draft
Environmental Impact Report (DEIR), County Planning Application PLN2018-00117.

Dear Mr. Young:
The East Bay Regional Park District (Park District) appreciates the opportunity to comment on the Aramis
Solar Energy Generation and Storage Public Review Draft Environmental Impact Report (DEIR) prepared by
HELIX Environmental Planning, Inc (State Clearing House No. 2020059008).
The Park District supports the development of renewable energy resources, including solar power, to help
reduce emissions and combat climate change. However, the Park District is also concerned about the loss of
agricultural land and open space. We support solar facilities located on developed sites or brownfield areas.
Additionally, the Park District is concerned that these projects are preceding the finalization of a county-wide
policy regarding utility-scale solar development for Alameda County and the East County Area Plan. Before
moving forward with this utility-scale solar power project, the County’s draft solar policy matrix should be
finalized to allow for a comprehensive analysis of biologic and aesthetic impacts.
The County should also form a Technical Advisory Committee (TAC), similar to the County’s TAC for wind
energy projects in the Altamont Pass Wind Resource Area. Such a TAC should be composed of avian and
bat experts to assess proposed utility-scale solar projects for associated impacts, appropriate fatality
monitoring protocols, and mitigation strategies. Any approval of a large-scale solar facility before such a policy
exists could deprive Alameda County residents of an opportunity to balance the needs of renewable energy
with open space, agricultural, wildlife, and aesthetic concerns of its citizens.
The Park District has reviewed the DEIR, with particular attention paid to the aesthetics, biological resources,
and recreation sections. The aesthetics section identified significant and unavoidable impacts to scenic vistas
(AES-1) and the visual character or quality of public views (AES-3). While mitigation measures can mitigate
impacts to the locally designated scenic roads, views of the solar facility cannot be blocked from surrounding
ridgelines and vistas. The DEIR analyzed 4 Key Observation Points (KOPs) from the local scenic roads (KOPs
A, C, and D), and one from Los Vaqueros Watershed (KOP B). None of these points were from the Park
District owned parks of Doolan Canyon Regional Preserve (Doolan Canyon) or Brushy Peak Regional
Preserve (Brushy Peak). Table 4.1-4 Consistency with ECAP Policies asserts that the project would
not be visible from the Ridgelines above Collier Canyon Road (Doolan Canyon) and the ridgelines
surrounding Brushy Peak due to the distance from those ridgelines to the project (over one mile). However,
no visual analysis was completed to show the project would not be visible from these points. Due to the
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large area of solar panels, the project could be visible from this distance. While the DEIR acknowledges a
significant impact to aesthetics, we do not know the impact on Park District lands. The Park District requests
a viewshed analysis to be completed to determine the visual impacts to park users within Doolan Canyon or
Brushy Peak.
The DEIR also found all impacts to biological resources to be less than significant due to the included
mitigation measures. In the attached memo Doug Bell, the Park District’s Wildlife Program Manager, details
the Park District’s comments related to biological resources. In summary, the Park District finds that the
DEIR did not adequately assess project impacts to biological resources, and therefore the identified mitigation
measures are insufficient. In particular, direct mortality of birds and bats was not sufficiently analyzed. The
DEIR should include estimated direct fatalities of birds and bats and a bird and bat fatality monitoring program
vetted by independent scientists. The fatality monitoring program should include small birds and bats and be
a year-round program instead of 3 months. Impacts on waterbirds due to the lake effect are also likely, as
the project area does see high numbers of waterfowl and shorebirds flying over the area, and these birds rely
on cattle ponds and seasonal wetlands that dot the region. Additionally, the DEIR should consider the loss of
habitat to golden eagles significant and unavoidable and should include compensatory mitigation options. The
project will also cause impacts to burrowing owl habitat and should thus provide compensatory mitigation
regardless of whether owls found on site are passively relocated. Finally, the DEIR did not assess impacts on
the short-eared owl (Asio flammeus), a California Bird Species of Special Concern, and prairie falcon (Falco
mexicanus), a species on the CADFW Watch List.
The DEIR found that the project would have no or a less than significant impact on recreational resources in
the project area. The Park District supports the project component of a trail easement along Cayetano
Creek being given to Alameda County or the Livermore Area Recreation and Park District. The Park
District’s 2013 Master Plan identifies a potential regional trail segment in this area that would be part of the
San Francisco Bay to San Joaquin River Regional Trail (Shadow Cliffs to Morgan Territory Trail), and the Park
District looks forward to assisting either agency on the development of this regional trail.
Thank you for this opportunity to comment on the Aramis Solar Energy Generation and Storage Public
Review Draft Environmental Impact Report. Please contact Kim Thai at kthai@ebparks.org if you have
additional questions.
Sincerely,

Brian Holt,
Chief of Planning, Trail & GIS
bholt@ebparks.org
Attachment 1: Technical Memorandum from Douglas A. Bell, Ph.D., Wildlife Program Manager
Cc:

Ayn Wieskamp, EBRPD Board of Directors – Ward 5
Robert Doyle, EBRPD General Manager
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MEMORANDUM
DATE: 10/30/2020
TO: Andrew Young, County of Alameda Planning Department
FROM: Doug Bell, EBRPD Wildlife Program Manager
SUBJECT: Notice of Availability of Draft Environmental Impact Report for the Aramis Solar Energy Generation
and Storage Project, PLN2018-00117
PAGES: 8

As Wildlife Program Manager with the East Bay Regional Park District (‘District’), I wish to comment on the Draft
Environmental Impact Report (DEIR) for the Aramis Solar Energy Generation and Storage Project, PLN2018-00117. The
Aramis Solar Energy Generation and Storage Project (Project) as proposed will entail the construction of a solar energy
production facility of up to 100 megawatts (MW) on approximately 533 acres in the A (Agriculture) District, located on
various parcels of privately owned land situated at 1815 Manning Road and 4400 North Livermore Avenue, and other
parcels located north of Manning Road at its intersection with North Livermore Avenue.
The District supports renewable energy development in a responsible manner that balances the need for renewable
energy production with the protection of natural, cultural, and visual resources in our region (see
https://www.ebparks.org/climatesmart.htm). In addition, District Staff have an extensive record of conducting research
with collaborators aimed at reducing the impacts of renewable energy development, such as wind energy generation, on
wildlife including volant animals (birds and bats).
The main point of this comment letter is to highlight that the DEIR does not adequately assess Project environmental
impacts, namely, direct mortality of volant animals and habitat loss to wildlife. Since these impacts are not adequately
assessed, the DEIR proposed mitigation measures are insufficient. As such, the DEIR declarations that Project impacts
related to volant animal mortality and loss of wildlife habitat will be reduced to “less than significant” are rendered
invalid.
Project Impacts Related to Volant Animal Mortality
Smallwood (2020; available on request) estimated that as of 2020, over 250,000 birds and 11,000 bats are killed
annually across all utility-scale solar projects in California. To derives these estimates, Smallwood (2020) analyzed avian
and bat fatality data contained in fatality monitoring reports from eleven Photo-Voltaic (PV) and four solar collector
array (SCA) utility-scale solar projects in California. These reports were obtained through federal Freedom of
Information Act (FOIA) and California Public Records Act (PRA) requests in 2018. Based on these analyses, Smallwood
(2020) estimated the following weighted mean fatalities/MW/year for PV projects: 11.605 (CI: 8.366 - 17.561) birds and
0.059 (CI: 0.010 – 0.100) bats. Projecting these estimates onto California’s 2019 installed capacity of 12,220 MW of

utility-scale PV yielded annual predicted fatalities of 141,811 birds (CI: 102,227 - 214,593) and 721 bats (CI: 124 1,222). Including fatalities due to utility-scale solar project infrastructure such as gen-ties and fencing increases the
fatality estimates by up to 20% in some cases (Smallwood 2020).
Many of the monitoring reports reviewed by Smallwood (2020) identified fatalities to species, which ranged in body
mass from a tiny Allen’s hummingbirds (Selaphorus sasin) up to red-tailed hawk (Buteo jamaicensis) and brown pelican
(Pelecanus occidentalis). For example, using his fatalities/MW/year by species projected on the 2019 installed capacity
of 12,220 MW of utility-scale PV in California resulted in17,043 mourning dove (Zenaida macroura), 10,082 horned lark
(Eremophila alpestris) and 2,224 burrowing owl (Athena cunicularia) fatalities (Smallwood 2020).
The DEIR should incorporate estimates of the Project’s the impact on birds and bats through direct fatalities. For
example, the Smallwood (2020) weighted mean fatalities/MW/year for PV of 11.605 (CI: 8.366 - 17.561) birds and 0.059
(CI: 0.010 – 0.100) bats can used to predict annual fatalities resulting from the proposed Project’s 100 MW PV facility:
1,160.5 (CI: 836.6 -1,756.1) birds, including 18.2 (CI: 15.0 – 25.8) burrowing owls, and 5.9 (CI: 5.5 -10.0) bats. Clearly, the
Project has the potential to cause significant and unavoidable impacts to birds and bats. Given the significant avian and
bat fatality rates reported at other utility-scale PV projects throughout California, the Project’s EIR should include an
avian and bat fatality monitoring program that is vetted by independent scientists. Additionally, a range of adaptive
management and mitigation strategies, including compensatory mitigation, should be developed with thresholds for
implementation before Project commissioning.
P. 4.4-66/67. MM BIO7: Avian Effects During Operation of the Solar Facility, specifically BIO-7f, Avian Monitoring. The
proposed avian mortality monitoring scheme is wholly inadequate. The Project proposes only 12 weeks of monitoring
every year for three years. Numerous studies in the Altamont Pass Wind Resource Area and elsewhere verify that yearround monitoring is required to account for seasonal variation in bird fatalities (see ICF International 2015). Project does
not specify methods of fatality monitoring such search interval, transect width, search pattern, distance sampling, nor
does it account for searcher detection and scavenger removal bias since it does not present any information on the use
of volant animal carcasses in a scientifically-designed study (Smallwood et al. 2009, 2018). Project proposes to survey
only large-bird mortality which would ignore a huge proportion of avian fatalities and thus not adequately measure true
Project impacts to birds. Bats are not even mentioned in the fatality monitoring program. The DEIR implies that The
Project would employ human in the avian monitoring program, but recent work has shown that using trained search
dogs are more effective in detecting fatalities, especially of bats and small birds, than humans (Smallwood et al. 2020).
Finally, Project proposes employing bird diverters in a study encompassing four treatment blocks and one control block.
While a good idea to test the efficacy of bird diverters at PV solar installations, it is unclear to me how this 4:1
treatment-control design would have enough statistical power to produce meaningful results.
To aid in assessing impacts of utility-scale solar projects on volant animals, Alameda County should form a Technical
Advisory Committee (TAC), similar to the County’s TAC for wind energy projects in the Altamont Pass Wind Resource
Area. Such a TAC should be composed of avian and bat experts to assess proposed utility-scale solar projects for
associated impacts, appropriate fatality monitoring protocols and mitigation strategies. This would be especially
valuable to implement now, since County appears to be moving forward with approving solar projects on a case-by-case
basis prior to developing a county-wide, utility-scale solar development policy.

P. 4.4-43. Potential Avian Impacts Resulting from Photovoltaic Solar Generating Facilities. The DEIR discusses the
hypothesized “Lake Effect” as reason waterfowl mistake PV arrays for waterbodies and then suffer resulting injuries and
mortalities when impacting the panels. The DEIR then dismisses likelihood of waterfowl suffering fatalities since
“Waterfowl are not expected to be common in the project site or pass over since there are no bodies of water in the
project site and only seasonally flooded cattle ponds near the project site”. This is spurious for two reasons: one,
waterfowl are common in the region, especially in winter/spring coursing over the rangelands and ag lands of eastern
Alameda County where they take advantage of the hundreds of cattle ponds, and two, the DEIR ignores a wide range of
water birds (shorebirds, grebes, etc.) which may be attracted to PV panels due to the “Lake Effect” and thus suffer injury
or mortality. Additionally, the DEIR does not consider other candidate causal factors as hypotheses for volant animals
impacting PV panels. Namely,
•
•
•
•
•

Reflection of polarized light from PV panels that attracts insects which in turn attracts birds and bats to the
panels (Horvath et al. 2009, 2010).
Avian aggressive responses to mirror-reflected self-images as territorial defense (Smallwood 2020)
High-speed predator-prey encounters or inter- and intra-specific agonistic encounters causing distraction and
thus reduced avoidance time (Smallwood 2020)
For bats, failed detection of angled collector panels due to reduced echolocation output (Gorrensen et al. 2017,
Corcoran and Weller 2018)
For bats, misinterpretation of echolocation-detected flat panels as waterbodies (Greif and Siefers 2010)

The DEIR ignores Project infrastructure such as electrocution on energized portions of the project, and entanglement in
fence lines.
Project Impacts Related to Habitat Loss
P. 4.4-32. “Golden eagles were observed soaring high over the project site and then foraging low over the surrounding
hillslopes (out of project site) pursuing California ground squirrels”, and “The project sites provides potential foraging
habitat for golden eagle. Indeed, District research on satellite telemetry of golden eagles in the region indicate that they
use the Project’s location (see Figure 1, p. 6).
P. 4.432. “There is no suitable nesting habitat for golden eagle on the project site”, and “....golden eagle is not expected
to nest adjacent to the project site”. Survey work conducted by the District (and others) has identified that the Project is
within the core-use area of at least two territorial pairs of (nesting) golden eagles (see Figure 2, p. 7). Nesting habitat
does not just include the tree, but also surrounding habitat necessary to maintain a breeding pair. Golden eagles are
facing growing pressure from development in the region, including renewable energy development. They are suffering
high mortality rates in the neighboring Altamont Pass Wind Resource Area (H. T. Harvey 2020, Hunt et al. 2017). The
DEIR should recognize that the loss of habitat for nesting golden eagle is significant and unavoidable and should include
compensatory mitigation options. As a side note, some golden eagles nest close to proximity to human habitation in the
region (EBRPD, unpublished data).
P. 4.4-34. “These [burrowing] owls likely originated from a nest nearby and are dispersing away from the nest”. The
survey dates upon which this statement is include June 17, 18 and July 14, 2020. Burrowing owl family groups will use
several satellite burrows within their home range. Movements among satellite burrows during the nesting season does

not constitute dispersal. Given presence of ground squirrel burrows within the project footprint, presence of nesting
burrowing owls is highly likely.
P. 4.4-44. “Studies indicate that both vineyards and solar generation facilities …provide foraging habitat value for
Swainson’s hawk, (Estep 2013, Swolgaard et al. 2008). I would not equate a solar facility with a vineyard in terms of
structural similarity. The Estep (2013) study is not a Before-After-Controlled-Impact (BACI) study so inferences drawn are
less solid – one does not know how the hawks used the site prior to construction of the solar facility. The Swolgaard et
al. (2008) study did find that Swainson’s hawks use vineyards, but less so than other habitats, such as pasture and
grassland. To my knowledge, no peer-reviewed, scientific studies have been published on raptor foraging in utility-scale
solar projects. The argument that the Project will benefit raptor foraging habitat is speculative, at best.
P. 4.4-46/47. “Over the course of numerous biological surveys…including a total of 10 nighttime surveys for CRLF and
four evening surveys for burrowing owl, no bat roosts were detected and no bats were observed emerging from trees or
structures…”. I’m not surprised, since bats were not the object of those surveys. Why were not bat acoustic detectors
employed? “Based on the design of the project with buried utilities and the low profile of the solar arrays and retention
of grassland habitat under the PH arrays, impacts to bats that may occur in the region are expected to be less than
significant”. While buried utilities are will reduce avian and bat deaths, there is absolutely no evidence to support the
conclusion that “, impacts to bats that may occur in the region are expected to be less than significant”. See also
Smallwood (2020) for estimates of bat fatalities caused by utility-scale PV projects in California.
P. 4.4-47. “PV solar projects pose little risk to bats, particularly among PV arrays”, and “…impacts to regionally occurring
bat species resulting from the proposed project would be less than significant”. As mentioned above, see Smallwood
(2020) for estimates of bat fatalities caused by utility-scale PV projects in California.
P. 4.4-62. “MM BIO-3d: If burrowing owl pairs are passively relocated, compensatory mitigation for lost habitat (per pair
of relocated owls) at an off-site location shall be provided either through dedication of 6 acres of suitable habitat…or
through purchase of credits at a CDFW-approved mitigation bank in the region. No compensatory mitigation is required
for passive relocation or eviction of transient, unpaired owls”. The Project will be impacting valuable burrowing owl
nesting habitat and should thus provide compensatory mitigation, regardless of whether owls are passively relocated.
Given the presence of California ground squirrel burrow complexes within the Project’s footprint adjacent to an active
burrowing owl nest, the squirrel burrows contribute to the owls’ nesting success. Namely, burrowing owls prefer areas
with high burrow density, as these offer extra escape burrows for fledging owls (Plumpton 1992). In addition, resident
burrowing owls in our region are non-migratory, so the likelihood that an owl trapped within the Project footprint is a
local breeder and not a transient is high (Poulin et al. 2020).
Species Not Included in the DEIR
P. 4.4-25. The DEIR omits consideration of the short-eared owl (Asio flammeus), a California Bird Species of Special
Concern (https://wildlife.ca.gov/Conservation/Birds/Raptors), and prairie falcon (Falco mexicanus). The latter species,
on the CADFW Watch List https://nrm.dfg.ca.gov/FileHandler.ashx?DocumentID=109406&inline), is increasingly
impacted in the region by habitat loss (Figure 3, p. 8).
Thank you for this opportunity to comment on the Draft Environmental Impact Report for the Aramis Solar Energy

Generation and Storage Project, PLN2018-00117.
Sincerely yours,
Douglas A. Bell, Ph.D.
Wildlife Program Manager
Dbell@ebparks.org
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Figures
Figure 1. Golden eagle satellite telemetry locations (colored circles), sampled at 15-minute intervals, of 18 eagles tracked
from 2012 to present, overlaid on the footprint of proposed utility-scale PV projects in North Livermore. Each color
corresponds to a different eagle. All eagles tracked herein were non-territorial, that is, either juvenile, sub-adult or nonbreeding adults. Most telemetry locations within the footprint of the solar projects represented flying eagles (EBRPD,
unpublished data).

Figure 2. Grid of survey cells for golden eagles overlaid on the North Livermore area. Each hexagonal grid is 1,385-ha
in area and corresponds to the estimated mean core-use area of a territorial pair of golden eagles in the north Diablo
Range (Wiens et al. 2018). Survey grid cells occupied by a pair of territorial eagles are outlined in orange and marked by
the eagle icon. The proposed North Livermore utility-scale PV projects encompass habitat occupied by 1-2 pairs of
nesting golden eagles (EBRPD, unpublished data).

Figure 3. Prairie falcon radio telemetry locations (blue circles), representing 8 different falcons recorded during airplane
flights from April 2006 to March 2010, overlaid on the footprint of proposed utility-scale PV projects in North
Livermore. See also https://www.ebparks.org/about/stewardship/wildlife/falcon_study.htm.

