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M E M O R A N D U M  

DATE: April 1, 2016 

TO: Christian Palmaz 

FROM: Eric Lichtwardt 

SUBJECT: Potential Noise Effects to Wildlife from the Proposed Helipad Project at the Palmaz 

Family Property, Napa County California 

 

This memo provides a preliminary evaluation of potential noise effects to animals from helicopter 

traffic to and from a proposed private helipad at the Palmaz family property, Napa County, 

California. Specifically, the Napa County Planning Division, in a letter dated January 21, 2015, 

requested an addendum to the Use Permit (No. P14-00261) application for the proposed project 

addressing potential noise impacts to wildlife and/or domestic animals.  

 

 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION AND BACKGROUND 

The proposed project involves the operation of a helipad to accommodate a Bell 429 Global Ranger 

(Bell 429) helicopter. Aircraft activity at the proposed helipad is expected to average eight operations 

(four arrivals and four departures) per week. 

 

Mead & Hunt, Inc. analyzed overflight and noise impacts for the proposed helipad in a recent report 

(Mead & Hunt 2016). Mead & Hunt’s study used three noise metrics to measure noise effects to 

humans, one of these, Sound Exposure Level (SEL) measured in decibels (dB), takes into account the 

loudness and duration of a given noise event and measures the total noise exposure of that event. SEL 

has also been used to assess noise effects on birds including federally listed species (USFWS 2006). 

 

Mead & Hunt generated noise contours (dB SEL) of takeoff and landing scenarios for the Bell 429. 

According to Mead & Hunt’s study, the Bell 429 is one of the quietest helicopters in the industry; the 

highest noise level generated during landings/takeoffs is 85 dB SEL. Depending on wind and other 

environmental conditions, this noise level can extend approximately 1,500 to 1,750 feet from the 

helipad. This noise level (85 dB SEL) is comparable to noise sources such as a large RV and truck. 

The following evaluation on potential noise effects to wildlife is based on the noise analysis from 

Mead & Hunt (2016), relevant literature, and LSA’s observations of wildlife at airports. 

 

 

LOCATION AND EXISTING CONDITIONS 

The proposed helipad is located within Palmaz family property on a south facing ridgeline of Mount 

George at an elevation of approximately 1,400 feet above mean sea level. The proposed location is 

within a cleared area currently used for winery staging and materials storage; this area is subject to 

periodic moderate to high noise levels associated with winery equipment operation and harvesting 

activities. The proposed helipad location is accessed via Wild Horse Valley Road, a private unpaved 
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road. The Palmaz family property is located about 3.8 miles east-northeast of downtown Napa, in 

unincorporated Napa County. The proposed helipad is about 1.5 miles northeast from the intersection 

of Hagen and Olive Tree Lane, and a mile northeast of the Palmaz residence. 

 

The vegetation surrounding the proposed helipad is composed of chaparral with scattered low oaks. 

There are no wetlands or stream courses near the proposed helipad. In regards to the effects of noise, 

the proposed helipad is a location that can be characterized as a “soft site,” defined by the USFWS 

(2006) as those where ground surface vegetation, shrubs, grass, or even soft soil dampen or absorb 

sound waves across the site. Sound attenuates more rapidly across soft sites. 

 

Wildlife associated with chaparral in Napa County includes a diversity of reptiles, birds, and 

mammals that favor dry shrub dominated habitats, typical species include western fence lizard 

(Sceloporus occidentalis), California quail (Callipepla californica), western scrub-jay, (Aphelocoma 

californica), Bewick’s wren (Thryomanes bewickii), wrentit (Chamaea fasciata), California thrasher 

(Toxostoma redivivum), and spotted towhee (Pipilo maculatus). Several species of raptors occur in 

southeast Napa County including the golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) which is known to nest in the 

local mountains (Berner et al. 2003). Various species of small mammals occur in chaparral habitat as 

well, but are generally more difficult to observe than diurnal reptiles and birds. Mammal species 

likely to occur include common gray fox (Urocyon cinereoargenteus), dusky-footed woodrat 

(Neotoma fuscipes), and Botta’s pocket gopher (Thomomys bottae). Various species of bats forage 

over the chaparral, but suitable habitat for bat maternity or winter roosts (e.g., old buildings, large 

hollow trees, caves, abandoned mines) are not present on the or near the proposed helipad site. 

 

 

METHODS 

Prior to conducting the field survey, the LSA biologist conducted a search of the California Natural 

Diversity Database (CDFW 2016) for occurrence records of special-status animals (particularly 

raptors) in the area around the proposed helipad. LSA biologist Eric Lichtwardt surveyed the project 

site on March 15, 2016. During the field survey, he walked the site of the proposed helipad and 

surveyed the surrounding the area and habitats with binoculars (10 x 42 power). 

 

 

POTENTIAL NOISE IMPACTS TO WILDLIFE 

Hearing range in humans is about 20 Hz to 20 kHz and the hearing range of many other terrestrial 

wildlife species is roughly within this range. However, some bird species such as owls and eagles do 

not appear to be as sensitive to lower frequencies (e.g., helicopter noise) that may be annoying to 

humans (Delaney 1999, Grubb et al. 2010). Relevant data on the sensitivity of most species to 

helicopter noise is not generally available, but based on LSA’s observations of native frogs, birds, and 

mammals including domestic cats and dogs in airport environments we can assess the potential 

impacts to these animals from noise generated by the Bell 429. 

 

LSA has conducted numerous wildlife surveys and field studies on airports in northern California 

including the San Francisco International Airport (SFO), Charles M. Schulz-Sonoma County Airport 

(STS), Livermore Municipal Airport (LVK), Stockton Municipal Airport (SCK), Merced Regional 

Airport (MCE), Salinas Airport (SNS), Watsonville Municipal Airport (WVI), Hayward Executive 

Airport (HWD) and others. We have also conducted wildlife surveys involving multiple site visits to 

habitats adjacent to the Napa Airport (APC) and Travis Air Force Base (SUU). 
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Most of these field studies have involved wildlife hazard assessments (WHA) which include 24 (two 

per month) avian surveys over a 12-month period, two small mammal trapping surveys (three trap 

nights per survey), and nighttime spotlight surveys for larger mammals and owls. These field studies 

have documented that a wide variety of native wildlife species occur in airport environments and 

carry out their normal activities including resting, foraging, and breeding in these relatively noisy 

areas. Many native and domesticated species are able to acclimate to aircraft noise and human 

activities at these airports. Species that we have documented on or near airports going about routine 

foraging and breeding activities are shown in the table below. 

 

 
Common Name Scientific Name Airport Code Activities Observed 

California red-legged frog Rana draytonii  SFO Foraging, breeding 

Canada goose Branta canadensis  HWD, SFO, SNS, 

STS, SUU  

Foraging, loafing, nesting 

Great egret  Ardea alba  SFO, STS, SUU Foraging, loafing 

Northern harrier Circus cyaneus APE, SUU Foraging, possible nesting 

Swainson’s hawk Buteo swainsoni SCK Foraging, loafing 

Red-tailed hawk  Buteo jamaicensis  HWD, LVK, MCE 

SFO, SNS, SUU  

Foraging, perching, nesting  

Black rail Laterallus jamaicensis APE, SUU Calling 

Killdeer  Charadrius vociferus  HWD, LVK, MCE 

SFO, SNS 

Foraging, loafing, nesting 

Mourning dove Zenaida macroura HWD, LVK, MCE, 

SNS, WVI, LVK 

Foraging, loafing, probable 

nesting 

Burrowing owl  Athene cunicularia  MCE, SCK, SNS, 

STS 

Foraging, loafing, nesting 

Short-eared owl Asio flammeus APC Foraging 

House finch  Haemorhous mexicanus  HWD, LVK, MCE 

SFO, SNS 

Foraging, loafing, nesting 

California ground squirrel Otospermophilus beecheyi HWD, LVK, MCE, 

SNS,  

Foraging, breeding 

Deer mouse   Peromyscus maniculatus  MCE, SNS Foraging, breeding 

Red fox Vulpes vulpes MCE Foraging 

Gray fox   Urocyon cinereoargenteus MCE Foraging 

Coyote Canus latrans  STS, MCE Foraging, breeding 

Mule deer Odocoileus hemionus  STS Foraging, breeding 

Goat (domestic) Capra aegagrus hircus SFO Foraging, loafing 

Cattle (domestic) Bos taurus STS, MCE, SUU Foraging, loafing 

 

In addition to those species shown above, LSA has frequently observed domestic cats and dogs on 

some airports; these animals generally access the airport from residential areas adjacent to airport 

property indicating that they are voluntarily entering areas affected by aircraft noise. 

 

As noted previously, helicopter flights are expected to average eight operations (four arrivals and four 

departures) per week, much lower than the number of aircraft operations at the commercial and 

general aviation airports noted above. In addition, most commercial and larger private aircraft landing 
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and taking off from these airports generate much louder sound levels than those generated by the Bell 

429. 

 

The maximum noise level generated by the Bell 429 during landings/takeoffs is 85 dB SEL. 

Depending on wind and other environmental conditions this noise level can extend approximately 

1,500 to 1,750 feet from the helipad. Delaney et al. (1999) observed that Mexican spotted owls did 

not flush (fly from their perch) when noise levels from helicopters were less than 92 dB SEL, 

suggesting that the noise levels from the Bell 429 would not be a significant disturbance to raptors or 

other wildlife in the area around the proposed helipad. Additionally, much of the sound energy 

generated by helicopters is the below the auditory thresholds of golden eagle’s (Grubb et al. 2010). 

The Bell 429 has the capability for a steep decent and assent to and from the helipad allowing the 

helicopter to spend more overflight time at cursing altitude, 1,000-1,500 feet above ground level, 

(Mead & Hunt 2016) where noise and visual affects to wildlife will be minimal. This altitude is 

typical of law enforcement, aeromedical, and state agency helicopters (Mead & Hunt 2016). 

 

 

SPECIAL-STATUS WILDLIFE AND NESTING RAPTORS IN THE PROJECT 

AREA 

During the field survey, no raptor nests were observed in the area approximately 500 feet around the 

proposed helipad. The only raptor species observed during the field survey were turkey vultures 

(Cathartes aura) souring over the area; this species is a common resident in the Napa County and 

could nest locally. As previously noted, a number of other raptor species are also known from the area 

including the golden eagle, which nests in the local mountains. The northern spotted owl (Strix 

caurina), a federally listed threatened species, is also known from Napa County, but they inhabit 

dense closed canopy coniferous forests. This habitat is not present in the area around Mount George; 

there are no records of spotted owls in the area near the proposed helipad (CDFW 2016, Berner 

2003). Additionally, the chaparral near the proposed helipad is generally too low to provide nesting 

habitat for most species of raptors. Golden eagles nest in the mountains around the Palmaz family 

property, but no potential nest sites were visible from the proposed helipad location. A great blue 

heron (Ardea herodias) rookery is located in a grove of tall blue gum (Eucalyptus globulus) 

approximately 1.4 miles west of the proposed helipad on the Napa Valley floor. However, helicopter 

flights to and from the proposed helipad would not likely have adverse effects on this rookery 

because the helicopter would be flying at altitudes greater than 1000 feet in this area. 

 

Grubb et al. (2010) conducted a two year study of helicopter effects on nesting golden eagles in Utah; 

they monitored the effects of four helicopter models (including the AH-64 Apache, a military 

helicopter that is much louder that the Bell 429) on approximately 30 individual eagles in 22 nesting 

territories. The study tested the effects helicopters on nesting eagles with flybys of active nests at 100, 

200, 400, and 800-meter horizontal distances; they also conducted nest flyover and popout flights 

(i.e., flights that approached perpendicular to the nest cliff that suddenly “popped out” over the cliff 

edge). Grubb et al. (2010) concluded that helicopter flights within eagle territories had no discernible 

effects on nesting success on golden eagles in their study area. This study suggests that the proposed 

helipad is unlikely to have negative effects on nesting golden eagles in Napa County. In another 

study, Delaney et al. (1999) documented that Mexican spotted owls become habituated to repeated 

helicopter overflights and it is reasonable to expect that other raptors (which have similar hearing 

sensitivity) in the proposed helipad area would also become habituated to such activity. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The Bell 429 is a relatively quiet aircraft and the noise generated by takeoffs and landings are 

comparable to noise sources such as large RVs, tractors, and trucks. Many species of native terrestrial 

wildlife as well as domestic dogs and cats occur and carry out their normal activities within airport 

environments with noise levels much higher than the noise levels expected to be generated by the Bell 

429. Based on these observations, LSA concludes that the limited operation of the Bell 429 at the 

Palmaz family property would have a less than significant impact on the wildlife, including raptors, 

great blue heron rookeries, and domestic animals in the Napa Valley and surrounding mountains. 

 

If you have any questions please give me a call at (510) 236-6810 or e-mail: eric.lichtwardt@lsa-

assoc.com. 
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From: Christian Gastón Palmaz
To: Morrison, David
Cc: Ayers, Dana; Anderson, Laura; Alfredo Pedroza; tkscottco@aol.com; Pehl, Martin; Brian Russell; Arthur Negrette
Subject: Napa Valley Helicopter Noise Website
Date: Wednesday, December 21, 2016 2:32:45 PM
Attachments: signature.png

Noise Hotline Flow-Chart.pdf

Hello David, 

After working with some local community members we have decided to take an even more
proactive approach to help ensure helicopter operation noise is held not only in compliance
with local regulations, but also consistently optimized via feedback from the community.  

The number of helicopter operators between private and parapublic in Napa Valley may be
few, but all are conscience of the community's sensitivity to noise and are willing to make
efforts in optimizing their “fly-quiet” operations.  We have created a website/hotline to act as a
receptacle for the community to voice their noise concerns.  With the specific information
gathered by the website or phone based hotline, the operator of concern will be able to become
aware of the sensitive noise receptor, conduct an internal investigation, and apply any possible
optimizations.  The fly-quiet community consists of helicopter operators in the area who
frequent the skies over Napa County and have chosen to receive notices from the site.  So far
we have had a 100% adoption rate with many more joining all over the Bay Area.  If the
operator is not a part of the fly-quiet community, based on the received description, we most
likely will be able to reach out to the operator and educate them of the sensitive noise receptor.
 

Specific to our operations, we will be able to use the gathered information to not only ensure
compliance but also receive feedback from concerned noise receptors that can help us further
optimize our operations beyond the scope of the use permit.  Attached is a flow-chart showing
how the website/hotline would be applied specifically to our operations.  

While the intention of this website is to promote fly-quiet operations in the Napa Valley, it has
a beneficial side-effect of doing so without consuming Planning staff’s limited time and
resources.  We hope this represents a big step towards a more connected community and a
more aware aviation operator.  

Website:  www.napavalleyhelicopternoise.com
Phone Hotline:  707-666-3801

Thank you and happy holiday!
Christian Gastón Palmaz
 President

 Palmaz Vineyards
 4029 Hagen Rd
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 Napa, CA 94558 USA

 707.287.7391 :  cell
 707.226.5587 :  office
 707.251.0849 :  fax

 christian@palmazvineyards.com | www.palmazvineyards.com
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