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Forest Ecosystem Management, PLLC 

PO Box 455 * Potomac, MT 59823 
(406) 490-7427 * cptown@blackfoot.net 

 
 

      April 21, 2017 
 
 

Guadalupe S. Chavarria, PE, QSD/QSP 
PO Box 1782 
Windsor, CA 95492 
gschavarria1@yahoo.com 

 
RE:  Del Dotto Winery Distribution Facility  
        Section 1 T4N, R4W, MDB&M - Napa County 
 
Mr. Chavarria, 
 
Per your request, I have completed surveys for Swainson’s Hawks for the Del Dotto Winery 
Distribution Facility off Devlin Road in Napa, CA.    Swainson’s Hawks were identified during 
three of the surveys; however, no nest sites were identified and the Swainson’s Hawks 
appeared to stay on the east side of Highway 12/29.  The trees within or immediately adjacent 
to the Project Area did not contain any raptor nests and are probably too small to support a 
large stick nest structure.   Historically (2007 & 2012), there was a Swainson’s Hawk nest to the 
north of the Project Area, within the Eucalyptus trees between Highway 12/29 and Devlin Road.  
No active nest structure was located this year.  
 
Other species identified were recorded, with no listed or sensitive wildlife species identified 
within the Project Area.    
 
If you have any questions, feel free to contact me. 
 
      Sincerely, 
 

      Pamela J. Town  
 
      Pamela J. Town 
      Consulting Wildlife Biologist 
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Surveys for Swainson’s Hawks – Del Dotto Winery Distribution Facility 
Section 1, T04N, R04W MDB&M - Napa County 

 
April 21, 2017 
 
Project Description: 
 
The project proposes converting a small open commercial lot (Parcel #057250006000) to a two 
story building with a parking lot.  The Project Area is located between Devlin Road and State 
Highway 29 north of Middleton, CA in Napa County.  The project site is on flat ground located 
around 60 feet in elevation and is just over 3 acres.  The Project Area is within the Sheehy Creek 
local drainage, within the Napa River watershed.  The legal description is Section 1 of T04N, 
R04W; MDB&M. 
 
The Project is proposing: 
 

• Build a 2 story building to be used as office space, warehouse, and storage. 
• Construct a parking lot to hold 70 stalls. 

 
Swainson’s hawks are uncommon breeding residents and migrants in the Central Valley, 
Klamath Basin, Northeastern Plateau, Lassen County, and the Mojave Desert; with very limited 
breeding reported from Lanfair Valley, Owens Valley, Fish Lake Valley, and Antelope Valley 
(CWHR).  This species has recently colonized Napa County and has established breeding sites in 
the southern portion of the Napa Valley in areas where habitat conditions are similar to the 
breeding sites in Central Valley.     
 
Site Description: 
 
The Project Area is located between Devlin Road and State Highway 29 north of the Highway 29 
and Highway 12 intersection (Attachment #1).  The Project Area is a commercial lot with 
commercial buildings/parking lots on adjacent parcels.  Surrounding the Project Area are 
commercial properties, both existing and commercial lots for sale.  Highway 29 is an extensively 
used route between Napa Valley and the San Francisco Area.  Traffic during the surveys was 
moderate to heavy with cars, trucks, and RVs.  The Project Area is currently vegetated with 
grasses and weeds.     
 
Swainson’s Hawk: 
 
The Swainson’s hawk is a state-listed threatened species, protected pursuant to the California 
Endangered Species Act (CESA), and Title 14 of the California Code of Regulations.  It is also 
protected from a direct take under the federal Migratory Bird Treaty Act; with the bird, nest, 
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eggs, and young also protected under California Fish and Game Code (Sections 3503, 3503.5, 
and 3513).   
 
Swainson’s hawks are a migratory species breeding in the western United States and Canada, 
and are adapted to forage in open areas (i.e. grasslands, agricultural fields).  Swainson’s hawks 
often nest within riparian areas; however, will also use lone trees in agricultural fields, pastures, 
or along roadsides.  The primary management issues facing Swainson’s hawks in California 
include the loss of preferred nesting habitat, loss or adverse modification of high-quality 
foraging habitat, and high mortality due to pesticide use on migration routes and wintering 
areas.     
 
Nests are on a platform of sticks, bark, and vegetation in a tree, tall bush, or utility pole.  In the 
Central Valley of California, the majority of Swainson’s hawk nests and territories are associated 
with riparian systems and nests are commonly found in cottonwoods (Populus species), willows 
(Salix species), and oaks (Quercus species).  Throughout the range of Swainson’s hawks, nests 
may be constructed in a wide variety of tree species including sycamores (Platanus species), 
valley oaks (Quercus lobate), walnut (Juglans species), eucalyptus (eucalyptus species), black 
locust (Robinia pseudoacacie) ,Osage orange (Maclura pomifera), pines (Pinus species), and 
redwoods (Sequoia sempervirens); existing as riparian forest, remnant riparian trees, planted 
windbreaks, shade trees at residences, along roadsides, or within solitary upland oaks.  
Generally nests are semi-exposed in the upper canopy or lateral branches of a tall tree 
affording a panoramic view of the area.   
 
Swainson’s hawk diet consists of rodents (primarily Microtines and pocket gophers), rabbits, 
large arthropods, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and rarely fish.  Foraging habitat includes open 
habitats with short vegetation containing small mammals, reptiles, birds, and insects.  Some 
examples of foraging habitat includes:  grasslands, alfalfa fields, fallow fields, agricultural fields 
(beets, tomatoes and other low-growing row or field crops), pasture, and rice land when not 
flooded.  Agricultural areas may be the preferred foraging habitat due to higher prey 
populations as well as agricultural practices allowing greater access to prey.  Vineyards, cotton 
fields, and mature orchards are generally not thought to provide foraging habitat for Swanson’s 
hawks; however, they have been found successfully nesting in areas of Napa Valley dominated 
by dense vineyard development (Napa River Watershed Restoration 2013).      
 
Swainson’s hawk occupies large home ranges that are primarily composed of foraging habitats.  
The amount and intensity of land uses within a home range are the primary factors determining 
habitat quality (primarily a function of prey abundance/availability) for a given territory.  In the 
Central Valley, most home ranges consist of agricultural crops, and often have insignificant 
areas of nesting trees.  The amount and distribution of different crop types and the small 
mammal populations associated with them, creates a shifting mosaic of foraging habitat in the 
Central Valley landscape. 
 
Predation does not appear to be an influential factor affecting Swainson’s hawk populations.  
Great Horned Owls are the most commonly reported predator of nestlings and an occasional 
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adult hawk.  Other predators may include coyotes, Golden Eagles, and bobcats.  Swainson’s 
hawks often exhibit highly aggressive nest defense and are able to drive off most diurnal 
predation attempts by other raptors.  Swainson’s hawks may use the same nest over several 
years; however, as they are a migratory species, they may find their nest already occupied by 
another raptor (i.e.  Red-tailed hawk, red-shoulder hawk, or great horned owl) when they 
arrive.  Competition for nest sites may be an indicator of limited suitable nesting habitat.   
 
Methodology: 
 
The CNDDB identified 5 recorded occurrences of Swainson’s hawk within a 5-mile radius of the 
Project Site.  The Napa Vault Storage Facility listed an additional occurrence along Suscol Creek.  
It is believe this occurrence includes Swainson’s hawk nests found in 2005 and 2012 (cnddb 
occurrence number 1619).  A nest site is considered to be active if it was used at least once 
during the past 5 years.  Of the 6 recorded occurrences, 3 had activity reported within the past 
5 years (2012 – 2016); however, only 1 recorded occurrence is within ½ mile of the Proposed 
Project (cnddb occurrence number 1719). 
 
Swainson’s Hawk Survey Design: 
 
Using recommendation by the Swainson’s Hawk Technical Advisory Committee (2000), we 
proposed under the November 16, 2016 Assessment for Swainson’s Hawks for the Del Dotto 
Winery Distribution Facility to survey the Project Area using the following design: 
 

1. A ½ - mile radius around the Project Area would be surveyed. 
2. Driving or windshield surveys would be used when available. 
3. One survey date will be completed between January 1 and March 20 to look for existing 

nests, before the trees have leafed out.  At that time, the known 2012 nest site within ½ 
mile of the project area would be looked for to determine if still present. 

4. Surveys would be completed for at least the two survey periods immediately prior to 
initiating any Project-related construction work.  With anticipated operations to begin in 
mid-April: 

 
a. Three surveys will be completed between March 20 to April 5 during sunrise to 

1000 hrs. and 1600 hrs. to sunset. 
b. Three surveys will be completed between April 5 to April 20 during sunrise to 

1200 hrs. and 1630 hrs. to sunset. 
 

Results: 
 
No Swainson’s hawk nesting habitat occurs within the Project Area (no trees large enough to 
support a large stick nest), with the closest known nesting habitat consisting of a stand of 
Eucalyptus trees located approximately 1,300’ north of the Proposed Project.  The foraging 
habitat on the site is limited due to the less-than-optimal conditions (size of lot, adjacent to 
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developed lots, and vegetation conditions that would not sustain rodent populations for 
foraging Swainson’s hawks) and the availability of more optimal surrounding foraging habitat.  
 
Del Dotto Winery Distribution Project – Looking at Project Site and Adjacent Trees  

 
 
Del Dotto Winery Distribution Project – Trees Adjacent to Project (NOTE:  In distance across 
Highway, there is grassland, vineyards, and patches of trees) 
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Del Dotto Winery Distribution Project – Eucalyptus Trees where Historic SWHA was located.  
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Landscape on the East side of Highway 12/29.  Picture looking across Highway 12 and Devlin 
Road near the eucalyptus trees. 

 
 
Survey Dates: 
 
Survey Dates for the Del Dotto Winery Distribution Facility 

 
Date 

Weather 
Conditions 

Sunrise & 
Sunset Times 

Survey 
Times 

Swainson’s 
Hawk Identified 

     
 

08MAR17 
Clear w/breeze 

(43 – 72 F) 
 Looking for 

existing nests 
No large nests 

located 
     
 

23MAR17 
Clear w/breeze 

(40 – 64 F) 
0707 Sunrise 
1924 Sunset 

0710 – 1000 hrs 
1600 – 1925 hrs 

 
None 

 
28MAR17 

Clear w/breeze 
(45 – 78 F) 

0659 Sunrise 
1928 Sunset 

0655 – 1000 hrs 
1600 – 1930 hrs 

 
None 

 
03APR17 

Clear and Calm 
(45 – 80 F) 

0650 Sunrise 
1934 Sunset 

0650 – 1000 hrs 
1600 – 1935 hrs 

 
Soaring SWHA 

     
 

07APR17 
Cloudy w/breeze 

(48 – 64 F) 
0644 Sunrise 
1938 Sunset 

0644 – 1200 hrs 
1630 – 1938 hrs 

 
SWHA 

 
15APR17 

Clear w/breeze 
(40 – 70 F) 

0633 Sunrise 
1945 Sunset 

0633 – 1200 hrs 
1630 – 1945 hrs 

 
None 

 
20APR17 

Ptly Cloudy w/lt 
breeze 

(50 – 70 F) 

 
0626 Sunrise 
1950 Sunset 

 
0626 – 1200 hrs 
1630 – 1950 hrs 

 
Soaring SWHA 
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Swainson’s Hawk Nests Identified:  None 
 
Swainson’s Hawks Identified:  A Swainson’s Hawk was identified during three different surveys.  
They were never identified on the west side of Highway 29/12 nor near the Project Area or 
historic nest site within the eucalyptus trees (Attachment #2 for mapped location of SWHAs). 
 

• A SWHA was identified on 03APR17 soaring over the open areas on the east side of 
Highway 29/12.  Attempts were made to identify where the hawk may land, but each 
time the surveyor lost sight of the hawk prior to its landing.  The SWHA was never 
identified on the west side of Highway 29/12 nor near the Project Area or historic nest 
site within the eucalyptus trees.  

• A SWHA was identified on 07APR17.  The hawk was observed landing within a tree 
where it sat for approximately 15 minutes before taking off and soaring again.   The 
SWHA was never identified on the west side of Highway 29/12 nor near the Project Area 
or historic nest site within the eucalyptus trees. 

• A SWHA was identified on 20APR17 soaring over the open areas on the east side of 
Highway 29/12.  Attempts were made to identify where the hawk may land, but each 
time the surveyor lost sight of the hawk prior to its landing.   The SWHA was never 
identified on the west side of Highway 29/12 nor near the Project Area or historic nest 
site within the eucalyptus trees. 
 

Other Species Identified: 
 
The other wildlife species identified during surveys include:  Red-Winged Blackbirds, American 
Robin, Common Raven, Blackbirds, Turkey Vulture, Red-Tailed Hawk (pair), Swallows, Pigeons, 
Finch, Great-Blue Heron, Egret, and Sparrows. 
 
Project Effect on Swainson’s Hawk Habitat: 
 
As there are no trees within the Project area, Swainson’s hawks would not nest on the Project 
site.  Given the extensive foraging habitat in the region, size of the Project (less than 4 acres) 
and low-quality foraging habitat; adverse effects to this species are considered unlikely due to 
this Project.  When considered in terms of foraging habitat loss relative to the availability of 
surrounding habitats, this impact is negligible and would not significantly contribute to an 
overall cumulative loss of regional foraging habitat loss.   
 
The Project Area does intend on landscaping, including the planting of trees and shrubs along 
the edge of the lot.  Although this will not improve the foraging habitat, eventually as the trees 
mature, they provide future nest or roost trees for Swainson’s hawks and other wildlife species. 
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Conclusion: 
 
In summary, the range of the Swainson’s hawk to access foraging habitat is extensive in this 
area; therefore, the loss of the small amount (less than 4 acres) of non-native grasses/weeds on 
the project site is less than significant.  Due to the lack of trees on the Project Site, nesting 
habitat will not be affected.  The lot adjacent to the Project does have small trees along the lot 
edges, however, due to their existing size it is unlikely Swainson’s hawks will establish a nest 
within these trees in the near future.   
 
No Swainson’s Hawks were identified nesting within the Eucalyptus trees to the north of the 
Project Area in a small grove they have historically nested.  No nesting structures were 
identified on poles or other trees in the area immediately surrounding the Del Dotto Winery 
Distribution Facility Project. 
 
Due to a lack of active nests and poor foraging quality of the Project Area, it is unlikely that 
there would be a net adverse effect on Swainson’s Hawks due to this Proposed Project.   
 
References Used: 
 
California Natural Diversity Database.  2016.  Managed by California Department of Fish & 
Wildlife.   
 
California Partners in Flight Riparian Bird Conservation Plan. Swainson’s Hawk.  Prepared by 
Brian Woodbridge @ USFWS on Klamath National Forest.  
http:/www.prbo.org/calpif/htmldocs/species/riparian/swainsons_hawk.htm 
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Attachments: 
 
Attachment #1 – Topographical Map of Project Area 
Attachment #2 – Location of SWHA identified during Surveys 
 
 
Questions or Comments from this Biological Assessment should be addressed to: 
 
Forest Ecosystem Management, PLLC 
Pamela Town, Consulting Wildlife Biologist 
PO Box 455 
Potomac, MT 59823 
(406) 490-7427 
cptown@blackfoot.net  
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