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Executive Summary

This Environmental Impact Report (EIR) has been prepared in compliance with the California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Public Resources Code [PRC] Section 21000 et seq., the CEQA
Guidelines (Section 15000 et seq.) as promulgated by the California Resources Agency and the
Governor’s Office of Planning and Research (OPR). The purpose of this environmental document is
to assess the potential environmental effects associated with the VEGA SES 2, 3 & 5 Solar Energy
Projects and to propose mitigation measures, where required, to reduce significant impacts.

Project Overview

The VEGA SES 2, 3 & 5 Solar Energy Projects are located on approximately 1,963 acres of privately-
owned land in the unincorporated area of Imperial County, CA. The project area is located
approximately 5.67 miles southeast of the unincorporated community of Niland between the
unincorporated communities of Iris and Slab City. The project area is transected by the Coachella and
East Highline Canals and the Union Pacific Railway.

Three separate Conditional Use Permits (CUPs) have been filed with the County, which together
define the project sites. The three CUP applications or individual site locations consist of the following:

e CUP 20-0021: VEGA SES 2

e CUP 20-0022: VEGA SES 3

e CUP 20-0023: VEGA SES 5
Table ES-1 identifies the individual assessor parcel numbers (APN) associated with the VEGA SES
2, 3, and 5 sites with their respective acreage and zoning.

Collectively, the proposed projects involve the construction of up to 350 megawatt (MW) alternating
current (AC) photovoltaic (PV) solar energy facility with an integrated 350 MW battery storage system
(not to exceed 700 MW). The projects propose to utilize either thin film or crystalline solar PV
technology modules mounted either on fixed frames or horizontal single-axis tracker systems. The
projects would include electronic/electrical equipment, on-site substations, interconnection facilities,
access roads and fencing. The electrical energy produced by the projects would be conducted through
the projects’ interconnection facilities to the following:

e VEGA SES 2 — Imperial Irrigation District’s (IID) KN/KS Line
e VEGA SES 3 - 1ID 161 kilovolt (kV) “F” Transmission Line
e VEGA SES 5 - IID 92 kV Midway Substation

Table ES-1. Solar Energy Facility Site Assessor Parcel Numbers, Acreages, and Zoning

Project Acreage

VEGA SES 2 025-010-006 (partial) 410 S-2-RE

(CUP 20-0021) 025-260-011 (partial 288 S-2-RE
025-270-023 625 S-2-RE
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Table ES-1. Solar Energy Facility Site Assessor Parcel Numbers, Acreages, and Zoning

Project APN Acreage Zoning ‘
Subtotal 1,323 --
VEGA SES 3 025-010-006 (partial) 230 S-2-RE
(CUP 20-0022) Subtotal 230 -
VEGA SES 5 025-260-011 (partial) 160 S-2-RE
(CUP 20-0023) 025-260-019 90 S-2-RE
025-260-022 160 A-2-RE, A-3-RE, S-2-RE
Subtotal 410 -
Total Gross Acres 1,963 --

Notes:

APN = assessor parcel number; A-2-RE = General Agriculture with a Renewable Energy Zone Overlay A-3-RE = Heavy
Agriculture with a Renewable Energy Zone Overlay; S-2-RE = Open Space/Preservation with a Renewable Energy Zone
Overlay

Purpose of an EIR

The purpose of an EIR is to analyze the potential environmental impacts associated with a project.
CEQA (Section 15002) states that the purpose of CEQA is to: (1) inform the public and governmental
decision makers of the potential significant environmental impacts of a project; (2) identify the ways
that environmental damage can be avoided or significantly reduced; (3) prevent significant avoidable
damage to the environment by requiring changes in projects through the use of alternatives or
mitigation measures when the governmental agency finds the changes to be feasible; and (4) disclose
to the public the reasons why a governmental agency approved the project in the manner the agency
chose if significant environmental effects are involved.

Eliminated from Further Review in Notice of Preparation

Based on the Initial Study and Notice of Preparation (IS/NOP) prepared for the proposed projects
(Appendix A of this EIR), Imperial County (County) has determined that environmental effects to
Forestry Resources, Energy, Mineral Resources, Population/Housing, Public Services, Recreation,
Utilities (Wastewater, Stormwater, and Solid Waste), and Wildfire would not be potentially significant.
Therefore, these impacts are not addressed in this EIR; however, the rationale for eliminating these
issues is discussed in Chapter 6.0, Effects Found Not Significant.
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Summary of Significant Impacts and Mitigation Measures that Reduce or
Avoid the Significant Impacts

Based on the analysis presented in the IS/NOP and the information provided in the comments to the
IS/NOP, the following environmental topics are analyzed in this EIR:

e Aesthetics e Hazards and Hazardous Materials
e Agricultural Resources ¢ Hydrology/Water Quality

e Air Quality ¢ Land Use Planning

e Biological Resources ¢ Noise

e Cultural Resources e Transportation

¢ Geology and Soils e Tribal Cultural Resources

e Greenhouse Gas Emissions e Utilities/Service Systems

Table ES-2 summarizes the environmental impacts that were determined to be potentially significant,
mitigation measures, and level of significance after mitigation associated with the projects.

Areas of Controversy and Issues to be Resolved

Areas of Concern

Section 15123(b)(2) of the CEQA Guidelines requires that an EIR identify areas of controversy as well
as issues to be resolved known to the Lead Agency, including issues raised by other agencies and
the public. A primary issue associated with this solar farm project, and other solar facility projects that
are proposed in the County, is the corresponding land use compatibility and fiscal/economic impacts
to the County. Through the environmental review process for this project, other areas of concern and
issues to be resolved include water supply; relocation, modification, or reconstruction of IID facilities;
and access.

Detailed analyses of these topics are included within each corresponding section contained within this
document.

Imperial County December 2022 | ES-3



Executive Summary
Draft EIR | VEGA SES 2, 3 & 5 Solar Energy Project

This page is intentionally blank.

ES-4 | December 2022 Imperial County



Executive Summary I_)?
Draft EIR | VEGA SES 2, 3 & 5 Solar Energy Project

Table ES-2. Summary of Project Impacts and Proposed Mitigation Measures

Significance Before Significance After

Environmental Impact Mitigation Proposed Mitigation Measures Mitigation

Agricultural Resources

Impact 3.3-3 (VEGA SES 5 Potentially Significant This mitigation measure is applicable to the VEGA SES 5 project only. Less than Significant
project only): Involve other

changes in the existing AG-1  Prior to the issuance of a grading permit or building permit

environment which, due to (whichever occurs first), a Pest Management Plan shall be

their location or nature, could developed by the project applicant and approved by the County of

result in conversion of Imperial Agricultural Commissioner. The project applicant shall

Farmland, to non-agricultural maintain a Pest Management Plan until reclamation is complete.

use. The plan shall provide the following:

1. Monitoring, preventative, and management strategies for weed
and pest control during construction activities at any portion of
the project (e.g., transmission line);

2. Control and management of weeds and pests in areas
temporarily disturbed during construction where native seed will
aid in site revegetation as follows:

e  Monitor for all pests including insects, vertebrates,
weeds, and pathogens. Promptly control or eradicate
pests when found, or when notified by the Agricultural
Commissioner’s office that a pest problem is present on
the project site. The assistance of a licensed pest
control advisor is recommended. All treatments must be
performed by a qualified applicator or a licensed pest
control business;

e All treatments must be performed by a qualified
applicator or a licensed pest control operator;

e  “Control” means to reduce the population of common
pests below economically damaging levels, and
includes attempts to exclude pests before infestation,
and effective control methods after infestation. Effective
control methods may include physical/mechanical
removal, bio control, cultural control, or chemical
treatments;

e Use of “permanent” soil sterilants to control weeds or
other pests is prohibited because this would interfere
with reclamation;

¢ Notify the Agricultural Commissioner’s office
immediately regarding any suspected exotic/invasive
pest species as defined by the California Department of
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Table ES-2. Summary of Project Impacts and Proposed Mitigation Measures

Significance Before Significance After

Environmental Impact Mitigation Proposed Mitigation Measures Mitigation

Food Agriculture and the U.S. Department of
Agriculture. Request a sample be taken by the
Agricultural Commissioner’s Office of a suspected
invasive species. Eradication of exotic pests shall be
done under the direction of the Agricultural
Commissioner’s Office and/or California Department of
Food and Agriculture;

e Obey all pesticide use laws, regulations, and permit
conditions;

e Allow access by Agricultural Commissioner staff for
routine visual and trap pest surveys, compliance
inspections, eradication of exotic pests, and other
official duties;

e Ensure all project employees that handle pest control
issues are appropriately trained and certified, all
required records are maintained and made available for
inspection, and all required permits and other required
legal documents are current;

e Maintain records of pests found and treatments or pest
management methods used. Records should include
the date, location/block, project name (current and
previous if changed), and methods used. For pesticides
include the chemical(s) used, EPA Registration
numbers, application rates, etc. A pesticide use report
may be used for this;

e  Submit a report of monitoring, pest finds, and
treatments, or other pest management methods to the
Agricultural Commissioner quarterly within 15 days after
the end of the previous quarter, and upon request. The
report is required even if no pests were found or
treatment occurred. It may consist of a copy of all
records for the previous quarter, or may be a summary
letter/report as long as the original detailed records are
available upon request.

3. Along-term strategy for weed and pest control and
management during the operation of the proposed project. Such
strategies may include, but are not limited to:

e Use of specific types of herbicides and pesticides on a
scheduled basis.
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Table ES-2. Summary of Project Impacts and Proposed Mitigation Measures

Significance Before Significance After

Environmental Impact Mitigation Proposed Mitigation Measures Mitigation

4. Maintenance and management of project site conditions to
reduce the potential for a significant increase in pest-related
nuisance conditions on surrounding agricultural lands.

5. The project shall reimburse the Agricultural Commissioner’s
office for the actual cost of investigations, inspections, or other
required non-routine responses to the site that are not funded
by other sources.

Air Quality

Impact 3.4-1: Conflict with or | Potentially Significant Less than significant

obstruct implementation of the AQ-1 Fugitive Dust Control. During construction activities, the
applicable air quality plan. constructor contractor shall employ the following PM1o reducing
measures:

1. All unpaved roads associated with construction shall
be effectively stabilized of dust emissions using
Imperial County Air Pollution Control District-approved
chemical stabilizers/suppressant before the
commencement of construction, and every 30 days
thereafter until the end of all construction activities.
Unpaved roads associated with construction include:

e The 1.65 miles of unpaved road on Weist Road
and Flowing Wells Road to the VEGA SES 2 and
3 project sites. Monthly application of Imperial
County Air Pollution Control District-approved
chemical stabilizers/suppressant shall be applied
at a rate of 0.1 gallon/square yard of chemical
dust suppressant.

2. Prior to any earthmoving activity, the applicant shall
submit a construction dust control plan and obtain
Imperial County Air Pollution Control District and
Imperial County Planning and Development Services
Department (ICPDS) approval.

3. Pursuant to ICAPCD, all construction sites, regardless
of size, must comply with the requirements contained
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Table ES-2. Summary of Project Impacts and Proposed Mitigation Measures

Significance Before Significance After

Environmental Impact Mitigation Proposed Mitigation Measures Mitigation

within Regulation VIII - Fugitive Dust Control
Measures. Whereas these Regulation VIII measures
are mandatory and are not considered project
environmental mitigation measures, the ICAPCD
CEQA Handbook’s required additional standard and
enhanced mitigation measures listed below shall be
implemented prior to and during construction. ICAPCD
will verify implementation and compliance with these
measures as part of the grading permit
review/approval process.

ICAPCD Standard Measures for Fugitive Dust (PMuio)
Control

e All disturbed areas, including bulk material
storage, which is not being actively utilized, shall
be effectively stabilized and visible emissions
shall be limited to no greater than 20 percent
opacity for dust emissions by using water,
chemical stabilizers, dust suppressants, tarps, or
other suitable material, such as vegetative ground
cover.

e All on-site and off-site unpaved roads will be
effectively stabilized, and visible emissions shall
be limited to no greater than 20 percent opacity
for dust emissions by paving, chemical stabilizers,
dust suppressants, and/or watering.

e All unpaved traffic areas 1 acre or more with 75 or
more average vehicle trips per day will be
effectively stabilized and visible emissions shall
be limited to no greater than 20 percent opacity
for dust emissions by paving, chemical stabilizers,
dust suppressants, and/or watering.
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Table ES-2. Summary of Project Impacts and Proposed Mitigation Measures

Significance Before Significance After

Environmental Impact Mitigation Proposed Mitigation Measures Mitigation

e The transport of bulk materials shall be
completely covered unless 6 inches of freeboard
space from the top of the container is maintained
with no spillage and loss of bulk material. In
addition, the cargo compartment of all haul trucks
is to be cleaned and/or washed at delivery site
after removal of bulk material.

e All track-out or carry-out will be cleaned at the end
of each workday or immediately when mud or dirt
extends a cumulative distance of 50 linear feet or
more onto a paved road within an urban area.

e Movement of bulk material handling or transfer
shall be stabilized prior to handling or at points of
transfer with application of sufficient water,
chemical stabilizers, or by sheltering or enclosing
the operation and transfer line.

e The construction of any new unpaved road is
prohibited within any area with a population of 500
or more unless the road meets the definition of a
temporary unpaved road. Any temporary unpaved
road shall be effectively stabilized, and visible
emissions shall be limited to no greater than 20
percent opacity for dust emission by paving,
chemical stabilizers, dust suppressants, and/or
watering.

ICAPCD “Discretionary” Measures for Fugitive Dust (PM10) Control

e Water exposed soil only in those areas where active
grading and vehicle movement occurs with adequate
frequency to control dust.

e Replace ground cover in disturbed areas as quickly as
possible.
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Table ES-2. Summary of Project Impacts and Proposed Mitigation Measures

Significance Before Significance After

Environmental Impact Mitigation Proposed Mitigation Measures Mitigation

e Automatic sprinkler system installed on all soil piles.

e Vehicle speed for all construction vehicles shall not
exceed 15 miles per hour on any unpaved surface at
the construction site.

e Develop a trip reduction plan to achieve a 1.5 average
vehicle ridership for construction employees.

e Implement a shuttle service to and from retail services
and food establishments during lunch hours.

e Standard Mitigation Measures for Construction
Combustion Equipment

e Use of alternative fueled or catalyst equipped diesel
construction equipment, including all off-road and
portable diesel-powered equipment.

e  Minimize idling time either by shutting equipment off
when not in use or reducing the time of idling to 5
minutes as a maximum.

e Limit, to the extent feasible, the hours of operation of
heavy-duty equipment and/or the amount of equipment
in use.

e Replace fossil fueled equipment with electrically driven
equivalents (provided they are not run via a portable
generator set).

Enhanced Mitigation Measures for Construction Equipment

To help provide a greater degree of reduction of PM emissions from
construction combustion equipment, ICAPCD recommends the following
enhanced measures.

e  Curtail construction during periods of high ambient
pollutant concentrations; this may include ceasing of
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Table ES-2. Summary of Project Impacts and Proposed Mitigation Measures

Environmental Impact

Significance Before
Mitigation

Proposed Mitigation Measures

Significance After
Mitigation

AQ-2

AQ-3

AQ-4

construction activity during the peak hour of vehicular
traffic on adjacent roadways.

e Implement activity management (e.g., rescheduling
activities to reduce short-term impacts).

Construction Equipment. Construction equipment shall be
equipped with an engine designation of EPA Tier 2 or better
(Tier 2+). A list of the construction equipment, including all off-
road equipment utilized at the project sites by make, model,
year, horsepower and expected/actual hours of use, and the
associated EPA Tier shall be submitted to the County Planning
and Development Services Department and ICAPCD prior to
the issuance of a grading permit. The equipment list shall be
submitted periodically to ICAPCD to perform a NOx analysis.
ICAPCD shall utilize this list to calculate air emissions to verify
that equipment use does not exceed significance thresholds.
The Planning and Development Services Department and
ICAPCD shall verify implementation of this measure.

Dust Suppression. The project applicant shall employ a
method of dust suppression (such as water or chemical
stabilization) approved by ICAPCD. The project applicant shall
apply chemical stabilization as directed by the product
manufacturer to control dust between the panels as approved
by ICAPCD, and other non-used areas (exceptions will be the
paved entrance and parking area, and Fire Department access/
emergency entry/exit points as approved by Fire/Office of
Emergency Services [OES] Department).

Operational Dust Control Plan. Prior to issuance of a
Certificate of Occupancy, the applicant shall submit an
operations dust control plan and obtain ICAPCD and ICPDS
approval.

ICAPCD Rule 301 Operational Fees apply to any project
applying for a building permit. At the time that building permits

Imperial County

December 2022 | ES-11




Executive Summary

Draft EIR | VEGA SES 2, 3 & 5 Solar Energy Project

Table ES-2. Summary of Project Impacts and Proposed Mitigation Measures

Environmental Impact

Significance Before
Mitigation

Proposed Mitigation Measures

Significance After
Mitigation

are submitted for the proposed projects, ICAPCD shall review
the project to determine if Rule 310 fees are applicable to the
projects.

Impact 3.4-2: Result in
cumulatively considerable net
increase of any criteria
pollutant for which the project
region is non-attainment
under an applicable federal or
state ambient air quality
standard.

Potentially Significant

Implement Mitigation Measures AQ-1 through AQ-4.

Less than Significant

Biological Resources

Impact 3.5-1: Potential
impacts on special-status
species.

Potentially Significant

BlO-1a

Rare Plant Surveys. Prior to initiating ground disturbance, rare
plant surveys shall be conducted within suitable habitat on the
VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites during the appropriate
blooming period as follows for gravel milk-vetch, Wiggins'
croton, glandular ditaxis, sand food, and Munz’s cholla. The
surveys shall be conducted by a botanist or qualified biologist in
accordance with the USFWS Guidelines for Conducting and
Reporting Botanical Inventories for Federally Listed, Proposed,
and Candidate Plants (USFWS 1996); the CDFW Protocols for
Surveying and Evaluating Impacts to Special Status Native
Plant Populations and Sensitive Natural Communities (CDFW
2018); and the CNPS Botanical Survey Guidelines (CNPS
2001). If any special-status species are observed during the rare
plant surveys, the location of the individual plant or population
will be recorded with a submeter GPS device for mapping
purposes. If project-related impacts to rare plants on the project
sites are unavoidable, then consultation with CDFW may be
required to develop a mitigation plan or additional avoidance
and minimization measures. Mitigation measures that may be
implemented if the species is observed include establishing a

Less than Significant
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BIO-1b

BIO-2

no-disturbance buffer around locations of individuals or a
population and additional monitoring requirements.

Rare Plant Surveys. Prior to initiating ground disturbance, rare
plant surveys shall be conducted within suitable habitat on the
VEGA SES 5 project site during the appropriate blooming period
for Salton milk-vetch, Borrego milk-vetch, gravel milk-vetch,
spiny abrojo, glandular ditaxis, Abram’s spurge, ribbed
cryptantha, slender-spined all thorn, slender cottonheads, sand
food, and Mecca-aster. The surveys shall be conducted by a
botanist or qualified biologist in accordance with the USFWS
Guidelines for Conducting and Reporting Botanical Inventories
for Federally Listed, Proposed, and Candidate Plants (USFWS
1996); the CDFW Protocols for Surveying and Evaluating
Impacts to Special Status Native Plant Populations and
Sensitive Natural Communities (CDFW 2018); and the CNPS
Botanical Survey Guidelines (CNPS 2001). If any special-status
species are observed during the rare plant surveys, the location
of the individual plant or population will be recorded with a
submeter GPS device for mapping purposes. If project-related
impacts to rare plants on the project sites are unavoidable, then
consultation with CDFW may be required to develop a mitigation
plan or additional avoidance and minimization measures.
Mitigation measures that may be implemented if the species is
observed include establishing a no-disturbance buffer around
locations of individuals or a population and additional monitoring
requirements.

General Impact Avoidance and Minimization Measures. The
following measures will be applicable throughout the life of the
projects:

e To reduce the potential indirect impact on migratory birds,
bats and raptors, the project shall comply with the APLIC
2012 Guidelines for overhead utilities, as appropriate, to

Imperial County
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minimize avian collisions with transmission facilities
(APLIC 2012)

e All electrical components on the project sites shall be either
undergrounded or protected so that there will be no
exposure to wildlife and therefore no potential for
electrocution.

e The project proponent shall designate a Project Biologist
who shall be responsible for overseeing compliance with
protective measures for biological resources during
vegetation clearing and work activities within and adjacent
to areas of native habitat. The Project Biologist shall be
familiar with the local habitats, plants, and wildlife. The
Project Biologist shall also maintain communications with
the Contractor to ensure that issues relating to biological
resources are appropriately and lawfully managed and
shall monitor construction. The Project Biologist shall
monitor activities within construction areas during critical
times, such as vegetation removal, the implementation of
Best Management Practices (BMPs), and installation of
security fencing to protect native species. The Project
Biologist shall ensure that all wildlife and regulatory agency
permit requirements, conservation measures, and general
avoidance and minimization measures are properly
implemented and followed.

e The boundaries of all areas to be newly disturbed
(including solar facility areas, staging areas, access roads,
and sites for temporary placement of construction
materials and spoils) shall be delineated with stakes and
flagging prior to disturbance. All disturbances, vehicles,
and equipment shall be confined to the flagged areas.

e No potential wildlife entrapments (e.g., trenches, bores)
shall be left uncovered overnight. Any uncovered pitfalls
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will be excavated to 3:1 slopes at the ends to provide
wildlife escape ramps. Alternatively, man-made ramps may
be installed. Covered pitfalls will be covered completely to
prevent access by small mammals or reptiles.

e To avoid wildlife entrapment (including birds), all pipes or
other construction materials or supplies shall be covered or
capped in storage or laydown areas, and at the end of each
work day in construction, quarrying and
processing/handling areas. No pipes or tubing of sizes or
inside diameters ranging from 1 to 10 inches shall be left
open either temporarily or permanently.

e No anticoagulant rodenticides, such as Warfarin and
related compounds (indandiones and hydroxycoumarins),
shall be used within the project sites, on off-site project
facilities and activities, or in support of any other project
activities.

e Avoid wildlife attractants. All trash and food-related waste
shall be placed in self-closing containers and removed
regularly from the sites to prevent overflow. Workers shall
not feed wildlife. Water applied to dirt roads and
construction areas for dust abatement shall use the
minimal amount needed to meet safety and air quality
standards to prevent the formation of puddles, which could
attract wildlife. Pooled rainwater or floodwater within
retention basins shall be removed to avoid attracting
wildlife to the active work areas.

e To minimize the likelihood for vehicle strikes on wildlife,
speed limits shall not exceed 15 miles per hour when
driving on access roads. All vehicles required for O&M
must remain on designated access/maintenance roads.

e Avoid nighttime construction lighting or if nighttime
construction cannot be avoided, use shielded directional
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lighting pointed downward and towards the interior of the
project sites, thereby avoiding illumination of adjacent
natural areas and the night sky.

e All construction equipment used for the projects shall be
equipped with properly operating and maintained mufflers.

e Hazardous materials and equipment stored overnight,
including small amounts of fuel to refuel hand-held
equipment, shall be stored within secondary containment
when within 50 feet of open water to the fullest extent
practicable. Secondary containment shall consist of a ring
of sand bags around each piece of stored
equipment/structure. A plastic tarp/visqueen lining with no
seams shall be placed under the equipment and over the
edges of the sandbags, or a plastic hazardous materials
secondary containment unit shall be utilized by the
Contractor.

e The Contractor will be required to conduct vehicle refueling
in upland areas where fuel cannot enter waters of the U.S.
and in areas that do not have potential to support federally
threatened or endangered species. Any fuel containers,
repair materials, including creosote-treated wood, and/or
stockpiled material that is left on site overnight, shall be
secured in secondary containment within the work area
and staging/assembly area and covered with plastic at the
end of each work day.

¢ In the event that no activity is to occur in the work area for
the weekend and/or a period of time greater than 48 hours,
the Contractor shall ensure that all portable fuel containers
are removed from the project sites.

e All equipment shall be maintained in accordance with
manufacturer's recommendations and requirements.
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Equipment and containers shall be inspected daily for
leaks. Should a leak occur, contaminated soils and
surfaces will be cleaned up and disposed of following the
guidelines identified in the Stormwater Pollution Prevention
Plan or equivalent, Materials Safety Data Sheets, and any
specifications required by other permits issued for the
projects.

The Contractor shall utilize off-site maintenance and repair
shops as much as possible for maintenance and repair of
equipment.

If maintenance of equipment must occur onsite, fuel/oil
pans, absorbent pads, or appropriate containment will be
used to capture spills/leaks within all areas. Where
feasible, maintenance of equipment shall occur in upland
areas where fuel cannot enter waters of the U.S. and in
areas that do not have potential to support federally
threatened or endangered species.

Appropriate BMPs shall be used by the Contractor to
control erosion and sedimentation and to capture debris
and contaminants from construction to prevent their
deposition in waterways.

Erosion and sediment control devices used for the
proposed projects, including fiber rolls and bonded fiber
matrix, shall be made from biodegradable materials such
as jute, with no plastic mesh, to avoid creating a wildlife
entanglement hazard.

Firearms, open fires, and pets shall be prohibited at all
work locations and access roads. Smoking shall be
prohibited along the project alignment.

Cross-country vehicle and equipment use outside of
approved designated work areas and access roads shall

Imperial County
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be prohibited to prevent unnecessary ground and
vegetation disturbance.

e Any injured or dead wildlife encountered during
project-related activities shall be reported to the project
biologist, biological monitor, CDFW, or a CDFW-approved
veterinary facility as soon as possible to report the
observation and determine the best course of action. For
special-status species, the Project Biologist shall notify the
County, USFWS, and/or CDFW, as appropriate, within 24
hours of the discovery.

e Stockpiling of material shall only be allowed within
established work areas.

e The Contractor shall actively manage the spread of
noxious weeds.

e The ground beneath all parked equipment and vehicles
shall be inspected for wildlife before moving.

BIO-3 Worker Environmental Awareness Program. Prior to project
construction, a Worker Environmental Awareness Program shall be
developed and implemented by a qualified biologist and shall be available in
both English and Spanish. Handouts summarizing potential impacts on
special-status biological resources and the potential penalties for impacts on
these resources shall be provided to all construction personnel. At a
minimum, the education program shall including the following:

e the purpose for resource protection;

e a description of special-status species including
representative photographs and general ecology;

e occurrences of USACE, RWQCB, and CDFW regulated
features in the project study area;

e regulatory framework for biological resource protection and
consequences if violated
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BIO-4

sensitivity of the species to human activities;

avoidance and minimization measures designed to reduce
the impacts on special-status biological resources

environmentally responsible construction practices;
reporting requirements;

the protocol to resolve conflicts that may arise at any time
during the construction process; and

workers sign acknowledgement form indicating that the
Environmental Awareness Training and Education
Program that has been completed, which shall be kept on
record.

Burrowing Owl Avoidance and Minimization. Take
avoidance (pre-construction) surveys for burrowing owl shall be
completed prior to project construction. Surveys shall be
conducted as detailed within Appendix D of the Staff Report on
Burrowing Owl Mitigation (California Department of Fish and
Game [CDFG] 2012). If burrowing owl is not detected,
construction may proceed.

If burrowing owl is identified during the non-breeding
season (September 1 through January 31), then a 50-
meter buffer will be established by the biological monitor.
Construction within the buffer will be avoided until a
qualified biologist determines that burrowing owl is no
longer present or until a CDFW-approved exclusion plan
has been implemented. The buffer distance may be
reduced if noise attenuation buffers such as hay bales are
placed between the occupied burrow and construction
activities.

If burrowing owl is identified during the breeding season
(February 1 through August 31), then an appropriate buffer will

Imperial County
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be established by the biological monitor in accordance with the
Staff Report on Burrowing Owl Mitigation (CDFG 2012).
Construction within the buffer will be avoided until a qualified
biologist determines that burrowing owl is no longer present or
until young have fledged. The buffer distance may be reduced
in consultation with CDFW if noise attenuation buffers such as
hay bales are placed between the occupied burrow and
construction activities.

BIO-5 Pre-Construction Nesting Bird Survey. If construction or
other project activities are scheduled to occur during the bird
breeding season (typically February 1 through August 31 for
raptors and March 15 through August 31 for the majority of
migratory bird species), a pre-construction nesting-bird survey
shall be conducted by a qualified avian biologist to ensure that
active bird nests, including those for loggerhead shrike, black-
tailed gnatcatcher, and burrowing owl, will not be disturbed or
destroyed. The survey shall be completed no more than three
days prior to initial ground disturbance. The nesting-bird survey
shall include the project site and adjacent areas where project
activities have the potential to affect active nests, either directly
or indirectly, due to construction activity or noise. If an active
nest is identified, the biologist shall establish an appropriately
sized disturbance limit buffer around the nest using flagging or
staking. Construction activities shall not occur within any
disturbance limit buffer zones until the nest is deemed inactive
by the qualified biologist. If construction activities cease for a
period of greater than three days during the bird breeding
season, a pre-construction nesting bird survey shall be
conducted prior to the commencement of activities. Final
construction buffers or setback distances shall be determined
by the qualified biologist in coordination with USFWS and
CDFW on a case-by-case basis, depending on the species,
season in which disturbance shall occur, the type of
disturbance, and other factors that could influence susceptibility
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BlO-6a

BIO-6b

to disturbance (e.g., topography, vegetation, existing
disturbance levels, etc.).

Pre-Construction Survey for Special-Status Species. A pre-
construction survey shall be conducted for special-status wildlife
species within all areas of potential permanent and temporary
disturbance. The pre-construction survey shall take place no
more than 14 days prior to the start of ground-disturbing
activities. The pre-construction surveys shall take place
regardless of breeding season timing and shall focus on
identifying the presence of special-status wildlife species
present on the VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites or that were
identified as having a high potential to occur on the sites. These
species include, but are not limited to, burrowing owl,
loggerhead shrike, and black-tailed gnatcatcher. Should any
special-status species be identified during the pre-construction
survey, consultation to develop suitable avoidance and
minimization measures with the appropriate agency (USFWS,
CDFW) may need to be undertaken.

Pre-Construction Survey for Special-Status Species. A pre-
construction survey shall be conducted for special-status wildlife
species within all areas of potential permanent and temporary
disturbance. The pre-construction survey shall take place no
more than 14 days prior to the start of ground-disturbing
activities. The pre-construction surveys shall take place
regardless of breeding season timing and shall focus on
identifying the presence of special-status wildlife species
present on the VEGA SES 5 project site or that were identified
as having a high potential to occur on the site. These species
include, but are not limited to, mountain plover, California black
rail, merlin, Yuma hispid cotton rat, burrowing owl, black-tailed
gnatcatcher, and loggerhead strike. Should any special-status
species be identified during the pre-construction survey,
consultation to develop suitable avoidance and minimization

Imperial County
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measures with the appropriate agency (USFWS, CDFW) may
need to be undertaken.

BIO-7a Sensitive Habitat Avoidance. To the greatest extent possible,
plans should avoid impacts on blue palo verde-ironwood
woodland, bush seepweed scrub, and tamarisk thickets habitats
within the VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites to minimize potential
impacts on special-status species. Excluding these habitats
from the projects should also minimize mitigation and permitting
requirements to meet the less-than-significance threshold.

BIO-7b Sensitive Habitat Avoidance. To the greatest extent possible,
plans should avoid impacts on bush seepweed scrub and
tamarisk thicket habitats within the VEGA SES 5 project site to
minimize potential impacts to special-status species. Excluding
these habitats from the project should also minimize mitigation
and permitting requirements to meet the less-than-significance

threshold.
Impact 3.5-2: Impact on Potentially Significant BIO-7a Sensitive Habitat Avoidance. Less than Significant
riparian habitat or other . . .
sensitive natural communities. BIO-7b Sensitive Habitat Avoidance.
BIO-8 Aquatic Resources Regulatory Permitting. If project-related

impacts occur to the riparian areas that may also fall under the
jurisdiction of the USACE, CDFW, or RWQCB a regulatory
permit with those agencies will be needed prior to the impact
occurring. Refer to the ECORP Jurisdiction Delineation Report
(2022) for preliminary determination of regulatory limits of
areas that may be regulated by the USACE, CDFW, or
RWRCB. Permitting includes preparation and submittal of a
Pre-Construction Notification under Section 404 of the federal
CWA, an Application for Water Quality Certification under
Section 401 of the federal CWA, and a Notification of Lake or
Streambed Alteration under Section 1600 of the California Fish
and Game Code. A completed CEQA document, and Notice of
Determination, will be necessary to submit along with the
applications. Other items such as finalized project plans,
quantities of fill material, supporting technical studies, etc., are
also submitted along with the applications. As a part of this
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process, the projects must also identify and approve mitigation
through the respective agencies. Mitigation can include onsite
or offsite options or could include purchase of credits from an
existing mitigation or conservation bank or payment of an in-
lieu fee to a conservation organization. Types of mitigation can
include restoration, creation, rehabilitation, enhancement, or
other types of habitat improvement. Typically, the type of
mitigation and acreage of mitigation is negotiated with the
regulatory agencies during the permitting process.

BIO-9 Minimization of Impacts to Wetland/Riparian Habitat. Solar
panels, structures, and new access roads should not be
placed within 50 feet of wetland and riparian habitat
boundaries. A construction buffer of 300 feet shall be
established around the wetlands and riparian habitat during
the bird breading season (February 1 — August 31). Prior to
construction, fencing should be installed approximately 10 feet
from the wetland and riparian habitat boundaries within 50 feet
of the projects. Fencing should be easily visible to
construction. The extensive alluvial fan systems should not be
used as access roads between the projects.

Impact 3.5-3: Impact on state | Potentially Significant BIO-7a Sensitive Habitat Avoidance. Less than Significant
or federally-protected BIO-7b  Sensitive Habitat Avoidance.

wetlands.

BIO-8 Aquatic Resources Regulatory Permitting

BIO-9 Minimization of Impacts to Wetland/Riparian Habitat.
Impact 3.5-4: Interfere Potentially Significant BIO-2 General Impact Avoidance and Minimization Measures. Less than Significant
;ué)vset;netftll())/fvzllrt_]r;, t:aetive BIO-4 Burrowing Owl Avoidance and Minimization
resident or migratory fish and BIO-5 Pre-Construction Nesting Bird Survey.
wildlife species or with
established native resident or BlO-6a Pre-Construction Survey for Special-Status Species.
rnigratory wildlife corriQors, or BIO-6b Pre-Construction Survey for Special-Status Species.
impede the use of native
wildlife nursery sites. BIO-7a Sensitive Habitat Avoidance.

BIO-7b Sensitive Habitat Avoidance.

Imperial County December 2022 | ES-23



Executive Summary
Draft EIR | VEGA SES 2, 3 & 5 Solar Energy Project

Table ES-2. Summary of Project Impacts and Proposed Mitigation Measures

Significance Before Significance After

Environmental Impact Mitigation Proposed Mitigation Measures Mitigation

Cultural Resources

Impact 3.6-2: Cause a Potentially Significant CR-1 Cultural Resources Management Plan. Project proponent will | Less than Significant
substantial adverse change in develop a cultural resources management plan (CRMP) to
the significance of an outline the process for compliance with applicable cultural

archaeological resource

pursuant to §15064.5 resources laws, management of resources during operation,

and consideration of the effect of decommissioning., the CRMP
should include the following: identification of California Native
American tribes, identification of long and short term
management goals for cultural resources within the project
area, evaluation of eligibility for the CRHR and NRHP for all
resources within the project area, description of measures to
avoid, minimize, or significant impacts to historical resources
and historic properties, unanticipated discovery procedures,
monitoring needs, curation procedures, anticipated personnel
requirements and qualifications. The draft CRMP should be
reviewed and approved by the lead agency.

CR-2 Cultural Resources Training. Project proponent will provide
cultural resources training for all project personnel regarding the
laws protecting cultural resources, appropriate conduct in the
field, and other project-specific issues identified in the CRMP.

CR-3 Construction Monitoring. A qualified Archaeologist shall be
present on site for ground disturbing activities within 100-feet of
all unevaluated or sites eligible for inclusion to the NRHP or
CRHR. Ground disturbing activities include grubbing, trenching,
and grading. Monitoring will be limited to natural surfaces and
undisturbed sediments. Monitoring is not required for previously
disturbed areas or fill. Monitors will complete daily monitoring
reports documenting activities and results of the day. After
construction activites have finished a comprehensive
monitoring report shall be prepared.

CR-4 Unanticipated Discovery Procedures. In the event of the
discovery of previously unidentified archaeological materials,
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the contractor shall immediately cease all work activities within
approximately 100 feet of the discovery. After cessation of
excavation, the contractor shall immediately contact the
Imperial County Department of Planning and Development
Services. Except in the case of cultural items that fall within the
scope of the Native American Grave Protection and
Repatriation Act, the discovery of any cultural resource within
the project area shall not be grounds for a “stop work” notice or
otherwise interfere with the project’s continuation except as set
forth in this paragraph.

In the event of an unanticipated discovery of archaeological
materials during construction, the applicant shall retain the
services of a qualified professional archaeologist, meeting the
Secretary of the Interior's Standards for a Qualified
Archaeologist, to evaluate the significance of the materials prior
to resuming any construction related activities in the vicinity of
the find. If the qualified archaeologist determines that the
discovery constitutes a significant resource under CEQA and it
cannot be avoided, the applicant shall implement an
archaeological data recovery program.

Impact 3.6-3: Disturb human
remains.

Potentially Significant

CR-5

Human Remains. If subsurface deposits believed to be human
in origin are discovered during construction, all work must halt
within a 100-foot radius of the discovery. A qualified
professional archaeologist who meets the Secretary of the
Interior’s Standards for prehistoric and historic archaeology and
is familiar with the resources of the region, shall be retained to
evaluate the significance of the find, and shall have the authority
to modify the no work radius as appropriate, using professional
judgment. The following notifications shall apply, depending on
the nature of the find:

e If the find includes human remains, or remains that are
potentially human, the professional archaeologist shall
ensure reasonable protection measures are taken to

Less than Significant
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protect the discovery from disturbance (AB 2641). The
archaeologist shall notify the Imperial County Coroner
(per § 7050.5 of the Health and Safety Code). The
provisions of § 7050.5 of the California Health and
Safety Code, § 5097.98 of the California PRC, and AB
2641 will be implemented.

e If the Coroner determines the remains are Native
American and not the result of a crime scene, the
Coroner will notify the NAHC, which then will designate
a Native American Most Likely Descendant (MLD) for
the project (§ 5097.98 of the PRC). The designated
MLD will have 48 hours from the time access to the
property is granted to make recommendations
concerning treatment of the remains. If the landowner
does not agree with the recommendations of the MLD,
the NAHC may mediate (§ 5097.94 of the PRC). If no
agreement is reached, the landowner must rebury the
remains where they will not be further disturbed (§
5097.98 of the PRC). This will also include either
recording the site with the NAHC or the appropriate
Information Center; using an open space or
conservation zoning designation or easement; or
recording a reinternment document with the county in
which the property is located (AB 2641). Work may not
resume within the no-work radius until the Imperial
County Planning and Development Services
Department, through consultation as appropriate,
determine that the treatment measures have been
completed to their satisfaction.

Geology and Soils
Impact 3.6-2: Possible risks Potentially Significant GEO-1 Prepare Geotechnical Report(s) as Part of Final | Less than Significant
to people and structures Engineering for the Project and Implement Required

Measures. Facility design for all project components shall
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caused by strong seismic comply with the site-specific design recommendations as
ground shaking. provided by a licensed geotechnical or civil engineer to be

retained by the project applicant. The final geotechnical and/or
civil  engineering report shall address and make
recommendations on the following:

= Site preparation

=  Soil bearing capacity

=  Appropriate sources and types of fill
= Potential need for soil amendments
= Structural foundations

=  Grading practices

=  Soil corrosion of concrete and steel
= Erosion/winterization

= Seismic ground shaking

= Liquefaction

=  Expansive/unstable soils

In addition to the recommendations for the conditions listed
above, the geotechnical investigation shall include subsurface
testing of soil and groundwater conditions and shall determine
appropriate foundation designs that are consistent with the
version of the CBC that is applicable at the time building and
grading permits are applied for. All recommendations contained
in the final geotechnical engineering report shall be
implemented by the project applicant. The final geotechnical
and/or civil engineering report shall be submitted to Imperial
County Public Works Department, Engineering Division for
review and approval prior to issuance of building permits.
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Impact 3.6-3: Possible risks
to people and structures
caused by seismic-related
ground failure, including
liquefaction.

Potentially Significant

Implement Mitigation Measure GEO-1.

Less than Significant

Impact 3.6-5: Substantial soil
erosion or the loss of topsaoil.

Potentially Significant

Implement Mitigation Measure GEO-1 and Mitigation Measure HYD-1.

Less than Significant

Impact 3.6-6: Be located on a
geologic unit or soil that is
unstable or that would
become unstable as a result
of the project.

Potentially Significant

Implement Mitigation Measure GEO-1.

Less than Significant

Impact 3.6-7: Be located on
expansive soil, as defined in
Table 18 1 B of the Uniform
Building Code (1994),
creating substantial direct or
indirect risks to life or
property.

Potentially Significant

Implement Mitigation Measure GEO-1.

Less than Significant

Impact 3.5-9: Impact on
paleontological resources.

Potentially Significant

GEO-2

Paleontological Resources. In the event that unanticipated
paleontological resources or unique geologic resources are
encountered during ground-disturbing activities, work must
cease within 50 feet of the discovery and a paleontologist shall
be hired to assess the scientific significance of the find. The
consulting paleontologist shall have knowledge of local
paleontology and the minimum levels of experience and
expertise as defined by the Society of Vertebrate
Paleontology’s Standard Procedures (2010) for the
Assessment and Mitigation of Adverse Impacts to
Paleontological Resources. If any paleontological resources or
unique geologic features are found within the project sites, the
consulting paleontologist shall prepare a paleontological
Treatment and Monitoring Plan to include the methods that will

Less than Significant
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be used to protect paleontological resources that may exist
within the project sites, as well as procedures for monitoring,
fossil preparation and identification, curation of specimens into
an accredited repository, and preparation of a report at the
conclusion of the monitoring program.

Hydrology/Water Quality

Impact 3.8-1: Violation of Potentially Significant HYD-1 Prepare SWPPP and Implement BMPs Prior to | Less than Significant
water quality standards. Construction and Site Restoration. The project applicant or
its contractor shall prepare a SWPPP specific to the projects
and be responsible for securing coverage under SWRCB’s
NPDES stormwater permit for general construction activity
(Order 2009-0009-DWQ). The SWPPP shall identify specific
actions and BMPs relating to the prevention of stormwater
pollution from project-related construction sources by
identifying a practical sequence for site restoration, BMP
implementation, contingency measures, responsible parties,
and agency contacts. The SWPPP shall reflect localized
surface hydrological conditions and shall be reviewed and
approved by the appropriate agency prior to commencement of
work and shall be made conditions of the contract with the
contractor selected to build and decommission the projects. The
SWPPP shall incorporate control measures in the following
categories:

= Soil stabilization and erosion control practices (e.g.,
hydroseeding, erosion control blankets, mulching)

= Sediment control practices (e.g., temporary sediment
basins, fiber rolls)

= Temporary and post-construction on- and off-site
runoff controls

=  Special considerations and BMPs for water crossings
and drainages
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Table ES-2. Summary of Project Impacts and Proposed Mitigation Measures

Significance Before Significance After

Environmental Impact Mitigation Proposed Mitigation Measures Mitigation

= Monitoring protocols for discharge(s) and receiving
waters, with emphasis place on the following water
quality objectives: dissolved oxygen, floating material,
oil and grease, potential of hydrogen (pH), and
turbidity

= Waste management, handling, and disposal control
practices

=  Corrective action and spill contingency measures
=  Agency and responsible party contact information

= Training procedures that shall be used to ensure that
workers are aware of permit requirements and proper
installation methods for BMPs specified in the SWPPP

The SWPPP shall be prepared by a Qualified SWPPP
Practitioner and/or Qualified SWPPP Developer with BMPs
selected to achieve maximum pollutant removal and that
represent the best available technology that is economically
achievable. Emphasis for BMPs shall be placed on controlling
discharges of oxygen-depleting substances, floating material,
oil and grease, acidic or caustic substances or compounds, and
turbidity. BMPs for soil stabilization and erosion control
practices and sediment control practices will also be required.
Performance and effectiveness of these BMPs shall be
determined either by visual means where applicable (i.e.,
observation of above-normal sediment release), or by actual
water sampling in cases where verification of contaminant
reduction or elimination, (inadvertent petroleum release) is
required to determine adequacy of the measure.

HYD-2 Incorporate Post-Construction Runoff BMPs into Project
Drainage Plan. The project Drainage Plan shall adhere to the
County’s Engineering Guidelines Manual, [ID “Draft” Hydrology
Manual, or other recognized source with approval by the County
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Table ES-2. Summary of Project Impacts and Proposed Mitigation Measures

Significance Before Significance After

Environmental Impact Mitigation Proposed Mitigation Measures Mitigation

Engineer to control and manage the on- and off-site discharge
of stormwater to existing drainage systems. Infiltration basins
will be integrated into the Drainage Plan to the maximum extent
practical. The Drainage Plan shall provide both short- and
long-term drainage solutions to ensure the proper sequencing
of drainage facilities and management of runoff generated from
project impervious surfaces as necessary.

Impact 3.10-3: Result in Potentially Significant Implement Mitigation Measure HYD-1. Less than Significant
erosion or siltation on- or off-

site.

Impact 3.10-4: Increase the Potentially Significant Implement Mitigation Measure HYD-2. Less than Significant

rate or amount of surface
runoff in a manner which
would result in flooding on- or
off-site.

Impact 3.10-5: Create or Potentially Significant Implement Mitigation Measure HYD-1. Less than Significant
contribute runoff water which
would exceed the capacity of
existing or planned
stormwater drainage systems
or provide substantial
additional sources of polluted
runoff.

Impact 3.10-8: Conflict with Potentially Significant Implement Mitigation Measures HYD-1 and HYD-2. Less than Significant
or obstruct implementation of
a water quality control plan or
sustainable groundwater
management plan.
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Statement of Overriding Considerations

CEQA Guidelines Section 15093 requires the Lead Agency to balance, as applicable, the economic,
legal, social, and technological, or other benefits of the project against its unavoidable environmental
risks when determining whether to approve the project. No significant and unmitigated impacts have
been identified for the proposed projects; therefore, the County would not be required to adopt a
Statement of Overriding Considerations pursuant to Section 15093 for this project.

Project Alternatives

Alternatives Considered but Rejected

Alternative Site

Section 15126.6(f)(2) of the CEQA Guidelines addresses alternative locations for a project. The key
question and first step in the analysis is whether any of the significant effects of the proposed project
would be avoided or substantially lessened by constructing the proposed project in another location.
Only locations that would avoid or substantially lessen any of the significant effects of the project need
to be considered for inclusion in the EIR. Further, CEQA Guidelines Section 15126.6(f)(1) states that
among the factors that may be taken into account when addressing the feasibility of alternative
locations are whether the project proponent can reasonably acquire, control or otherwise have access
to the alternative site (or the site is already owned by the proponent).

The proponent does not have control of an alternate site; if control were viable, the proponent would
have to re-initiate the application process as a new project. Similar to the proposed project site, an
alternate site would require environmental review once the proponent has prepared sufficient project
description information. At present, the proponent does not have control of an alternate site. This
alternative would be the most complex, costly, and time-consuming alternative to implement. It is
unknown if the environmental impacts associated with this Alternative would be less than the proposed
project because it would be speculative to evaluate an unsecured alternate site. This is primarily due
to the fact that the proponent does not have control of an alternate site. Therefore, an alternative site
was eliminated from further consideration in this EIR.

Alternatives Evaluated

The environmental analysis for the proposed project evaluated the potential environmental impacts
resulting from implementation of the proposed project, as well as alternatives to the project. The
alternatives include Alternative 1: No Project/No Development and Alternative 2: Reduced Project Site.
A detailed discussion of the alternatives considered is included in Chapter 7. Table ES-3 summarizes
the impacts resulting from the proposed projects and the identified alternatives.

Alternative 1: No Project/No Development Alternative

The CEQA Guidelines require analysis of the No Project Alternative (PRC Section 15126). According
to Section 15126.6(e), “the specific alternative of ‘no project’ shall also be evaluated along with its
impacts. The ‘no project’ analysis shall discuss the existing conditions at the time the Notice of
Preparation is published, at the time environmental analysis is commenced, as well as what would be
reasonably expected to occur in the foreseeable future if the project were not approved, based on
current plans and consistent with available infrastructure and community services.”
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The No Project/No Development Alternative assumes that the projects, as proposed, would not be
implemented and the project site would not be developed.

The No Project/No Development Alternative would not meet a majority of the objectives of the projects.
Additionally, the No Project/No Development Alternative would not help California meet its statutory
and regulatory goal of increasing renewable power generation, including GHG reduction goals of
Assembly Bill (AB) 32 (California Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006).

Alternative 2: Reduced Project Site

The purpose of this alternative is to reduce the size of the project sites to minimize impacts on sensitive
vegetation communities and riparian habitat. lodine bush scrub, bush seepweed scrub, tamarisk
thickets, and blue palo verde-ironwood woodland occur within the project sites and are considered
sensitive natural communities by CDFW.

In addition, riparian habitat associated with the drainage systems throughout the VEGA SES 2 and 3
project sites consists of blue palo verde-ironwood woodland and tamarisk thickets. Riparian habitat
associated with the drainage systems throughout the VEGA SES 5 project site consists of tamarisk
thickets.

This alternative would remove the portion of VEGA SES 2 that is located on APN 025-010-006 and
remove APN 025-260-019 and a portion of APN 025-260-011 from VEGA SES 5. Therefore, the
project site would be reduced by 660 acres from a total of 1,963 acres to 1,303 acres. Figure 7-1
depicts this alternative.

Alternative 2 would meet most of the basic objectives of the proposed projects and should remain
under consideration. However, this alternative would make it more difficult to achieve the overall
objective of providing a total of 350 MW of renewable solar energy, as there would be less area
available for the placement of PV structures.

Environmentally Superior Alternative

Table ES-3 provides a qualitative comparison of the impacts for each alternative compared to the
proposed projects. As noted on Table ES-3, the No Project/No Development Alternative would be
considered the environmentally superior alternative, since it would eliminate all of the significant
impacts identified for the projects. However, CEQA Guidelines Section 15126.6(e)(2) states that “if the
environmentally superior alternative is the No Project Alternative, the EIR shall also identify an
environmentally superior alternative among the other alternatives.” As shown on
Table ES-3, Alternative 2 would be the environmental superior alternative because it would reduce
impacts for the following environmental issue areas as compared to the proposed projects: air quality,
biological resources, cultural resources, hydrology/water quality, and utilities/service systems.
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Table ES-3. Comparison of Alternative Impacts to Proposed Project

Environmental Issue Area

Aesthetics

Proposed Project

Less than Significant

Alternative 1:

No Project/No Development

CEQA Significance:

No Impact

Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact

Alternative 2:
Reduced Project Site

CEQA Significance:
Less than Significant
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Similar Impact

Agricultural Resources

Less than Significant with
Mitigation

CEQA Significance:

No Impact

Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact

CEQA Significance:
Less than Significant with Mitigation
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Similar Impact

Air Quality

Less than Significant with
Mitigation

CEQA Significance:

No Impact

Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact

CEQA Significance:
Less than Significant with Mitigation
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact

Biological Resources

Less than Significant with
Mitigation

CEQA Significance:

No Impact

Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact (Avoid)

CEQA Significance:
Less than Significant with Mitigation
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact

Cultural Resources

Less than Significant with
Mitigation

CEQA Significance:

No Impact

Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact (Avoid)

CEQA Significance:
Less than Significant with Mitigation
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact
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Table ES-3. Comparison of Alternative Impacts to Proposed Project

Environmental Issue Area

Proposed Project

Alternative 1:
No Project/No Development

Alternative 2:
Reduced Project Site

R

Geology and Soils

Less than Significant with
Mitigation

CEQA Significance:
No Impact
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact (Avoid)

CEQA Significance:
Less than Significant with Mitigation
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Similar Impact

GHG Emissions

Less than Significant

CEQA Significance:
No Impact
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact

CEQA Significance:
Less than Significant
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Similar Impact

Hazards and Hazardous
Materials

Less than Significant

CEQA Significance:
No Impact
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact

CEQA Significance:
Less than Significant
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Similar Impact

Hydrology/ Water Quality

Less than Significant with
Mitigation

CEQA Significance:
No Impact
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact (Avoid)

CEQA Significance:
Less than Significant with Mitigation
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact

Land Use/Planning

Less than Significant

CEQA Significance:
No Impact
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Similar Impact

CEQA Significance:
Less than Significant
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Similar Impact

Imperial County
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Table ES-3. Comparison of Alternative Impacts to Proposed Project

Environmental Issue Area

Proposed Project

Alternative 1:

No Project/No Development

Alternative 2:
Reduced Project Site

Noise Less than Significant CEQA Significance: CEQA Significance:
No Impact Less than Significant
Comparison to Proposed Project: Comparison to Proposed Project:
Less Impact Similar Impact

Transportation Less than Significant CEQA Significance: CEQA Significance:

No Impact

Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact

Less than Significant
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Similar Impact

Tribal Cultural Resources

Less than Significant

CEQA Significance:

No Impact

Comparison to Proposed Project:

Similar Impact

CEQA Significance:
Less than Significant
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Similar Impact

Utilities/Service Systems

Less than Significant

CEQA Significance:

No Impact

Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact

CEQA Significance:
Less than Significant
Comparison to Proposed Project:

Less Impact
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1 Introduction

This environmental impact report (EIR) has been prepared to meet the requirements of the California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) for purposes of evaluating the potential environmental impacts,
mitigation measures, and alternatives associated with the proposed VEGA SES 2, 3, and 5 Solar
Energy Project. This EIR describes the existing environment that would be affected by, and the
environmental impacts which could potentially result from the construction and operation of the
proposed projects as described in detail in Chapter 2.0 of this EIR.

1.1 Overview of the Proposed Project

The project applicant, Apex Energy Solutions, LLC, proposes to construct and operate an expansive
photovoltaic (PV) solar energy facility and associated infrastructure on approximately 1,963 acres of
privately-owned land in the unincorporated area of Imperial County, CA. The project area is located
approximately 5.67 miles southeast of the unincorporated community of Niland between the
unincorporated communities of Iris and Slab City. The project area is transected by the Coachella and
East Highline Canals and the Union Pacific Railway.

Three separate Conditional Use Permits (CUPs) have been filed with the County, which together
define the project sites. The three CUP applications or individual site locations consist of the following:

e CUP 20-0021: VEGA SES 2
e CUP 20-0022: VEGA SES 3
e CUP 20-0023: VEGA SES 5

Table 1-1 identifies the individual assessor parcel numbers (APN) associated with the VEGA SES 2,
3, and 5 sites with their respective acreage and zoning.

Table 1-1. Solar Energy Facility Site Assessor Parcel Numbers, Acreages, and Zoning

Project ‘ APN Acreage Zoning
VEGA SES 2 025-010-006 (partial) 410 S-2-RE
(CUP 20-0021) 025-260-011 (partial) 288 S-2-RE
025-270-023 625 S-2-RE
Subtotal 1,323 -
VEGA SES 3 025-010-006 (partial) 230 S-2-RE
(CUP 20-0022) Subtotal 230 -
VEGA SES 5 025-260-011 (partial) 160 S-2-RE
(CUP 20-0023) 025-260-019 90 S-2-RE
025-260-022 160 A-2-RE, A-3-RE, S-2-RE
Subtotal 410 --
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Table 1-1. Solar Energy Facility Site Assessor Parcel Numbers, Acreages, and Zoning

Project Acreage Zoning

Total Gross Acres 1,963

Notes:

APN = assessor parcel number; A-2-RE = General Agriculture with a Renewable Energy Zone Overlay A-3-RE = Heavy
Agriculture with a Renewable Energy Zone Overlay; S-2-RE = Open Space/Preservation with a Renewable Energy Zone
Overlay

Collectively, the proposed projects involve the construction of up to 350 megawatt (MW) alternating
current (AC) photovoltaic (PV) solar energy facility with an integrated 350 MW battery storage system
(not to exceed 700 MW). The projects propose to utilize either thin film or crystalline solar PV
technology modules mounted either on fixed frames or horizontal single-axis tracker systems. The
projects would include electronic/electrical equipment, on-site substations, interconnection facilities,
access roads and fencing. The electrical energy produced by the projects would be conducted through
the projects’ interconnection facilities to the following:

e VEGA SES 2 — Imperial Irrigation District’s (IID) KN/KS Line

e VEGA SES 3 - lID 161 kilovolt (kV) “F” Transmission Line

e VEGA SES 5 - 1ID 92 kV Midway Substation
The only motorized access to the VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites, and corresponding Imperial 11D
utilities is Flowing Wells Road, which is a County maintained road situated on Bureau of Land
Management (BLM) public lands. Rights-of-Ways (ROW) grants from the BLM would be required for
site access and for interconnection to the 11D system. No portion of the VEGA SES 2 and 3 projects,

other than access road(s), power lines, and access to IID infrastructure would be located on BLM
public lands.

Access would also be required across Bureau of Reclamation (BREC) land for the VEGA SES 3
project, crossing the Coachella Canal. Applications for this ROW have been filed directly with the
BREC office.

1.1.1  Agency Roles and Responsibilities

This section identifies and summarizes federal, state, and local laws, policies, and regulations that are
applicable to the project.

County of Imperial

Implementation of the project would involve the following approvals by the County of Imperial:

1. Approval of Conditional Use Permits (CUPs) — Solar Energy Facility. Implementation of
the projects would require the approval of CUPs by the County to allow for the construction
and operation of the proposed solar energy facilities with an integrated battery storage system.
The following CUPs are under consideration for approval as evaluated in this EIR:

e CUP 20-0021: VEGA SES 2
e CUP 20-0022: VEGA SES 3
e CUP 20-0023: VEGA SES 5
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The project parcels are currently zoned as A-2-RE (General Agriculture with a Renewable
Energy Zone Overlay), A-3-RE (Heavy Agriculture with a Renewable Energy Zone Overlay),
and S-2-RE (Open Space/Preservation with a Renewable Energy Zone Overlay).

Pursuant to Title 9, Division 5, Chapter 8, the following uses are permitted in the A-2 zone
subject to approval of a CUP from Imperial County:

j) Battery Storage Facility (must be connected to an existing electrical power
generation plant such as solar, geothermal, wind, natural gas, or other renewable
energy generator, as an accessory unit to said power plant)

s) Communication Towers: including radio, television, cellular, digital, along with the
necessary support equipment such as receivers, transmitters, antennas, satellite
dishes, relays, etc.

z) Electrical substations in an electrical transmission system (500 kv/230 kv/161 kv)
bb) Facilities for the transmission of electrical energy (100-200 kv)
ww) Resource extraction and energy development as per Division 17

aaa) Solar energy electrical generator

Pursuant to Title 9, Division 5, Chapter 9, the following uses are permitted in the A-3 zone
subject to approval of a CUP from Imperial County:

i) Battery Storage Facility (must be connected to an existing electrical power
generation plant such as solar, geothermal, wind, natural gas, or other renewable
energy generator, as an accessory unit to said power plant)

0) Communication Towers: including radio, television, cellular, digital, along with the
necessary support equipment such as receivers, transmitters, antennas, satellite
dishes, relays, etc.

00) Major facilities relating to the generation and transmission of electrical energy
provided such facilities are not under State or Federal law, to be approved exclusively
by an agency, or agencies of the State or Federal government, and provided such
facilities shall be approved subsequent to coordination review of the Imperial Irrigation
District for electrical matters, meeting the requirements in Division 17.

zz) Solar energy plants meeting the requirements in Division 17

Pursuant to Title 9, Division 5, Chapter 19, the following uses are permitted in the S-2 zone
subject to approval of a CUP from Imperial County:

Imperial County

d) Communication Towers: including radio, television, cellular, digital, along with the
necessary support equipment such as receivers, transmitters, antennas, satellite
dishes, relays, etc.

i) Major facilities relating to the generation and transmission of electrical energy
provide[d] such facilities are not under State or Federal law, to [be] approved
exclusively by an agency, or agencies of the State or Federal government, and
provided such facilities shall be approved subsequent to coordination review of the
Imperial Irrigation District for electrical matters. Such uses shall include but be limited
to the following:

¢ Electrical generation plants
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e Facilities for the transmission of electrical energy (100-200 kV)

e Electrical substations in an electrical transmission system (500 kv/230 kv/161 kV)

2. Approval of CUPs (CUP 22-0025 and -0026) — Groundwater Wells. Pursuant to Title 9

Division 21: Water Well Regulations, 892102.00, the Applicant will be required to obtain a CUP
for each proposed on-site groundwater well. As required by §92102.00, no person shall (1)
drill a new well, (2) activate a previously drilled but unused well, (unused shall mean a well or
wells that have not been used for a 12 month) period by installing pumps, motors, pressure
tanks, piping, or other equipment necessary or intended to make the well operational, (3)
increase the pumping capacity of a well, or (4) change the use of a well, without first obtaining
a CUP through the County Planning & Development Services Department.

Certification of the EIR. After the required public review for the Draft EIR, the County will
respond to written comments, edit the document, and produce a Final EIR to be certified by
the Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors prior to making a decision on the project.

Subsequent ministerial approvals may include, but are not limited to:

Grading and clearing permits
Building permits
Reclamation plan
Encroachment permits

Transportation permit(s)

Other Agencies Reviews and/or Consultations

The following agencies may be involved in reviewing and/or consultations with the project proponent
as it relates to construction of the project:

Federal

UNITED STATES FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE

The United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) enforces compliance with regulations
related to special-status species or their habitat as required under the Federal Endangered
Species Act (ESA).

UNITED STATES ARMY CORPS OF ENGINEERS

Section 404 Permit (Clean Water Act [CWA]). The CWA establishes a program to regulate the
discharge of dredge and fill material into waters of the U.S. including wetlands. Activities
regulated under this program include fills for development, water resource projects (e.g., dams
and levees), infrastructure development (e.g., highways and airports), and conversion of
wetlands to uplands for farming and forestry. Either an individual 404b permit or authorization
to use an existing USACE Nationwide Permit will need to be obtained if any portion of the
construction requires fill into a river, stream, or stream bed that has been determined to be a
jurisdictional waterway.
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BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT (BLM)

¢ Right-of-way easement to use Flowing Wells Road for access during construction and
maintenance

e Right-of-way grant for the off-site gen-tie lines to be located on federal lands under the
jurisdiction of the BLM

BUREAU OF RECLAMATION
¢ Right-of-way easement to cross the Coachella Canal to access the project site (APN 025-010-
006)

State

CALIFORNIA DEPARTMENT OF FISH AND WILDLIFE (TRUSTEE AGENCY)

e The California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) is a Trustee Agency and enforces
compliance with regulations related to California special-status species or their habitats as
required under the California Endangered Species Act (CESA).

CALIFORNIA REGIONAL WATER QUALITY CONTROL BOARD

e National Pollution Discharge Elimination System Construction General Permit Order
No. 2009-009-DWQ. Requires the applicant to file a public Notice of Intent to discharge
stormwater and to prepare and implement a stormwater pollution prevention plan (SWPPP).

e Jurisdictional Waters. Agencies and/or project proponents must consultant with the
California Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) regarding, when applicable,
regarding compliance with the CWA Section 401 Water Quality Certification or permitting
under California Porter-Cologne Act.

Local

IMPERIAL COUNTY FIRE DEPARTMENT

e Review as part of the EIR process including the final design of the proposed fire system.

IMPERIAL COUNTY AIR POLLUTION CONTROL DISTRICT

o Review as part of the EIR process regarding consistency with the Imperial County Air Pollution
Control District (ICAPCD) CEQA Air Quality Handbook, the final “Modified” 2009 8-hour Ozone
Air Quality Management Plan, the State Implementation Plan for particulate matter less than
10 microns in diameter (PM1o) in the Imperial Valley, the State Implementation Plan (SIP) for
particulate matter less than 2.5 microns in diameter (PM2s), and verification of Rule 801
compliance.

1.2 Relationship to Statutes, Regulations, and Other Plans

1.2.1  County of Imperial General Plan and Land Use Ordinance

The General Plan provides guidance on future growth in the County of Imperial. Any development in
the County of Imperial must be consistent with the General Plan and Land Use Ordinance
(Title 9, Division 10).
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1.2.2 Renewables Portfolio Standard Program

Established in 2002 under Senate Bill (SB) 1078, California's Renewables Portfolio Standard (RPS)
was accelerated in 2006 under SB 107 by requiring that 20 percent of electricity retail sales be served
by RE resources by 2010. RE sources include wind, geothermal, and solar. Subsequent
recommendations in California energy policy reports advocated a goal of 33 percent by 2020. On
November 17, 2008, Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger signed Executive Order (EO)
S-14-08 requiring that "... all retail sellers of electricity shall serve 33 percent of their load with RE by
2020." The following year, EO S-21-09 directed the California Air Resources Board (CARB), under its
Assembly Bill (AB) 32 authority, to enact regulations to achieve the goal of 33 percent renewables by
2020.

In the ongoing effort to codify the ambitious 33 percent by 2020 goal, SB X12 was signed by Governor
Brown, in April 2011. This new RPS preempts the CARB’s 33 percent Renewable Electricity Standard
and applies to all electricity retailers in the state including publicly owned utilities, investor-owned
utilities, electricity service providers, and community choice aggregators. All of these entities had to
adopt the new RPS goals of 20 percent of retails sales from renewables by the end of 2013, 25 percent
by the end of 2016, and the 33 percent requirement being met by the end of 2020.

Governor Brown signed into legislation SB 350 in October 2015, which requires retail sellers and
publicly owned utilities to procure 50 percent of their electricity from eligible RE resources by 2030. In
2018, SB 100 was signed by Governor Brown, codifying a goal of 60 percent renewable procurement
by 2030 and 100 percent by 2045 Renewables Portfolio Standard.

1.2.3 Senate Bill 32

In August 2016, Governor Brown signed SB 32 and AB 197, which serve to extend California’s GHG
reduction programs beyond 2020. SB 32 amended the Health and Safety Code to include § 38566,
which contains language to authorize CARB to achieve a statewide GHG emission reduction of at
least 40 percent below 1990 levels by no later than December 31, 2030. SB 32 codified the targets
established by Executive Order (EO) B-30-15 for 2030, which set the next interim step in the State’s
continuing efforts to pursue the long-term target expressed in EOs S-3-05 and B-30-15 of 80 percent
below 1990 emissions levels by 2050.

1.2.4  Title 17 California Code of Regulations, Subchapter 10, Article 2,
Sections 95100 et seq.

These CARB regulations implement mandatory GHG emissions reporting as part of the California
Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006.

1.2.5 Federal Clean Air Act

The legal authority for federal programs regarding air pollution control is based on the 1990 Clean Air
Act (CAA) Amendments. These are the latest in a series of amendments made to the CAA. This
legislation modified and extended federal legal authority provided by the earlier Clean Air Acts of 1963
1970, and 1977.

The Air Pollution Control Act of 1955 was the first Federal legislation involving air pollution. This Act
provided funds for federal research in air pollution. The CAA of 1963 was the first Federal legislation
regarding air pollution control. It established a federal program within the U.S. Public Health Service
and authorized research into techniques for monitoring and controlling air pollution. In 1967, the Air
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Quality Act was enacted in order to expand Federal government activities. In accordance with this law,
enforcement proceedings were initiated in areas subject to interstate air pollution transport. As part of
these proceedings, the Federal government for the first time conducted extensive ambient monitoring
studies and stationary source inspections.

The Air Quality Act of 1967 also authorized expanded studies of air pollutant emission inventories,
ambient monitoring techniques, and control techniques.

1.2.6  Imperial County Air Pollution Control District

The ICAPCD enforces rules and regulations regarding air emissions associated with various activities,
including construction and farming, and operational activities associated with various land uses, in
order to protect the public health.

1.2.7  Federal Clean Water Act (33 United States Code Section
1251-1387)

The Federal Water Pollution Control Act (33 United States Code [USC] §81251-1387), otherwise
known as the CWA, is a comprehensive statute aimed at restoring and maintaining the chemical,
physical and biological integrity of the nation's waters. Enacted originally in 1948, the Act was
amended numerous times until it was reorganized and expanded in 1972. It continues to be amended
almost every year. Primary authority for the implementation and enforcement of the CWA rests with
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). In addition to the measures authorized before 1972,
the Act authorizes water quality programs, requires federal effluent limitations and state water quality
standards, requires permits for the discharge of pollutants into navigable waters, provides enforcement
mechanisms, and authorizes funding for wastewater treatment works construction grants and state
revolving loan programs, as well as funding to states and tribes for their water quality programs.
Provisions have also been added to address water quality problems in specific regions and specific
waterways.

Important for wildlife protection purposes are the provisions requiring permits to dispose of dredged
and fill materials into navigable waters. Permits are issued by the United States Army Corps of
Engineers (USACE) under guidelines developed by EPA pursuant to Section 404 of the CWA.

1.2.8 Federal Clean Water Act and California Porter-Cologne Water
Quality Control Act

The project is located within the Colorado River Basin RWQCB, Region 7. The CWA and the California
Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act require that Water Quality Control Plans (more commonly
referred to as Basin Plans) be prepared for the nine state-designated hydrologic basins in California.
The Basin Plan serves to guide and coordinate the management of water quality within the region.

1.2.9 Federal Endangered Species Act

The ESA (16 USC 1531-1544) provides protection for plants and animals whose populations are
dwindling to levels that are no longer sustainable in the wild. The Act sets out a process for listing
species, which allows for petition from any party to list a plant or animal. Depending on the species,
USFWS or the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) will determine whether listing the species is
warranted. If it is warranted, the species will be listed as either threatened or endangered. The
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difference between the two categories is one of degree, with endangered species receiving more
protections under the statute.

1.2.10 National Historic Preservation Act

Federal regulations (36 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] Part 800.2) define historic properties as
"any prehistoric or historic district, site, building, structure, or object included, or eligible for inclusion
in, in the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP)." The term "cultural resource" is used to denote
a historic or prehistoric district, site, building, structure, or object, regardless of whether it is eligible for
the NRHP.

1.2.11 California Endangered Species Act

CESA is enacted through Government Code Section 2050. Section 2080 of the California Fish and
Game Code (FGC) prohibits "take" of any species that the commission determines to be an
endangered species or a threatened species. Take is defined in Section 86 of the FGC as "hunt,
pursue, catch, capture, or kill, or attempt to hunt, pursue, catch, capture, or kill."

CESA allows for take incidental to otherwise lawful development projects. CESA emphasizes early
consultation to avoid potential impacts to rare, endangered, and threatened species and to develop
appropriate mitigation planning to offset project-caused losses of listed species populations and their
essential habitats.

1.2.12 California Lake and Streambed Program (Fish and Game Code
Section 1602)

CDFW is responsible for conserving, protecting, and managing California’s fish, wildlife, and native
plant resources. To meet this responsibility, the FGC (Section 1602) requires an entity to notify CDFW
of any proposed activity that may substantially modify a river, stream, or lake.

1.3 Purpose of an EIR

The purpose of an EIR is to analyze the potential environmental impacts associated with a project.
CEQA (Section 15002) states that the purpose of CEQA is to: (1) inform the public and governmental
decision makers of the potential, significant environmental impacts of a project; (2) identify the ways
that environmental damage can be avoided or significantly reduced; (3) prevent significant, avoidable
damage to the environment by requiring changes in projects through the use of alternatives or
mitigation measures when the governmental agency finds the changes to be feasible; and (4) disclose
to the public the reasons why a governmental agency approved the project in the manner the agency
chose if significant environmental effects are involved.

1.4 EIR Process
1.4.1  Availability of Reports

This Draft EIR has been distributed to various federal, state, regional, local agencies and interested
parties for a 50-day public review period, from December 14, 2022, through February 2, 2023, in
accordance with Section 15087 of the CEQA Guidelines. This Draft EIR and documents incorporated
by reference are available for public review at the County of Imperial Planning and Development
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Services Department, 801 Main Street, El Centro, California 92243. Documents may be reviewed
during regular business hours.

David Black, Planner IV
County of Imperial, Planning and Development Services Department
801 Main Street
El Centro, California 92243

Comments received during the public review period of the Draft EIR will be reviewed and responded
to in the Final EIR. The Final EIR will then be reviewed by the Imperial County Planning Commission
and Board of Supervisors as a part of the procedure to adopt the EIR. Additional information on this
process may be obtained by contacting the County of Imperial Planning and Development Services
Department at (442) 265-1736.

1.4.2  Public Participation Opportunities/Comments and Coordination

Notice of Preparation

The County of Imperial issued a notice of preparation (NOP) for the preparation of an EIR for the
VEGA SES 2, 3, and 5 Solar Energy Project on May 4, 2021. The NOP was distributed to city, county,
state, and federal agencies, other public agencies, and various interested private organizations and
individuals in order to define the scope of the EIR. The NOP was also published in the Imperial Valley
Press and The Desert Review on May 4, 2021. The purpose of the NOP was to identify public agency
and public concerns regarding the potential impacts of the projects, and the scope and content of
environmental issues to be addressed in the EIR. Correspondence in response to the NOP was
received from the following entities and persons:

e California Department of Transportation
¢ Native American Heritage Commission

e V&V Farms, LLC

The comments submitted on the NOP during the public review and comment period are included as
Appendix A to this EIR.

Scoping Meeting and Environmental Evaluation Committee

During the NOP public review period, the VEGA SES 2, 3 and 5 Solar Energy Project was discussed
as an informational item at the County’s Environmental Evaluation Committee meeting on May 13,
2021.

Additionally, a virtual scoping meeting for the general public as well public agencies was held on May
13, 2021 at 6:00 p.m., to further obtain input as to the scope of environmental issues to be examined
in the EIR. The NOP, which included the scoping meeting date and location, was published in the
Imperial Valley Press and The Desert Review on May 4, 2021. A virtual meeting was held by the
Imperial County Planning & Development Services Department. At the scoping meeting, members of
the public were invited to ask questions regarding the proposed projects and the environmental review
process, and to comment both verbally and in writing on the scope and content of the EIR. No written
or verbal comments were received during the scoping meeting.
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1.4.3  Environmental Topics Addressed

Based on the analysis presented in the NOP and the information provided in the comments to the
NOP, the following environmental topics are analyzed in this EIR.

e Aesthetics e Hydrology/Water Quality

e Agriculture Resources e Land Use and Planning

e Air Quality e Noise and Vibration

e Biological Resources e Public Services

e Cultural Resources e Transportation

e Geology and Saoils e Tribal Cultural Resources

e GHG Emissions e Utilities/Service Systems (Water
Supply)

e Hazards and Hazardous Materials

Eliminated from Further Review in Notice of Preparation

The initial study (IS)/NOP completed by the County (Appendix A of this EIR) determined that
environmental effects to Forestry Resources, Energy, Mineral Resources, Population/Housing, Public
Services, Recreation, Utilities (Wastewater, Stormwater, and Solid Waste), and Wildfire would not be
potentially significant. Therefore, these impacts are not addressed in this EIR; however, the rationale
for eliminating these issues is discussed in Chapter 6.0, Effects Found Not Significant.

1.4.4  Areas of Controversy and Issues to be Resolved

Section 15123(b)(2) of the CEQA Guidelines requires that an EIR identify areas of controversy known
to the Lead Agency, including issues raised by other agencies and the public as well as issues to be
resolved. A primary issue associated with this solar farm project, and other solar facility projects that
are proposed in the County, is the corresponding land use compatibility and fiscal/economic impacts
to the County. Through the environmental review process for this project, other areas of concern and
issues to be resolved include water supply; relocation, modification, or reconstruction of IID facilities;
and access.

1.4.5 Document Organization

The structure of the Draft EIR is identified below. The Draft EIR is organized into 11 chapters, including
the Executive Summary.

e The Executive Summary provides a summary of the proposed projects, including a summary
of project impacts, mitigation measures, and project alternatives.

e Chapter 1 Introduction provides a brief introduction of the proposed projects; relationship to
statutes, regulations and other plans; the purpose of an EIR; public participation opportunities;
availability of reports; and comments received on the NOP.

e Chapter 2 Project Description provides a description of the VEGA SES 2, 3 & 5 Solar Energy
Projects. This chapter also defines the goals and objectives of the proposed projects, provides
details regarding the individual components that together comprise the project, and identifies
the discretionary approvals required for implementation of the project.

e Chapter 3 Environmental Analysis provides a description of the existing environmental
setting and conditions, an analysis of the environmental impacts of the project for the following
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environmental issues: aesthetics; agricultural resources; air quality; biological resources;
cultural resources; geology and soils; GHG emissions; hydrology/water quality; land use and
planning; noise and vibration; transportation; tribal cultural resources; and utilities/service
systems. This chapter also identifies mitigation measures to address potential impacts to the
environmental issues identified above.

o Chapter 4 Analysis of Long-Term Effects provides an analysis of growth inducing impacts,
significant irreversible environmental changes, and unavoidable adverse impacts.

e Chapter 5 Cumulative Impacts discusses the impact of the proposed projects in conjunction
with other planned and future development in the surrounding areas.

o Chapter 6 Effects Found Not to be Significant lists all the issues determined to not be
significant as a result of the preparation of this EIR.

e Chapter 7 Alternatives analyzes the alternatives to the proposed projects.
e Chapter 8 References lists the data references utilized in preparation of the EIR.

e Chapter 9 EIR Preparers and Organizations Contacted lists all the individuals and
companies involved in the preparation of the EIR, as well as the individuals and agencies
consulted and cited in the EIR.
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2 Project Description

Chapter 2 provides a description of the VEGA SES 2, 3, and 5 Solar Energy Projects. This chapter
also defines the goals and objectives of the proposed projects, provides details regarding the individual
components that together comprise the projects, and identifies the discretionary approvals required
for project implementation of each of the projects.

2.1 Project Location

The project applicant, Apex Energy Solutions, LLC, proposes to construct and operate an expansive
photovoltaic (PV) solar energy facility, battery energy storage system (BESS), and associated
infrastructure on approximately 1,963 acres of privately-owned land in the unincorporated area of
Imperial County, CA. The project area is located approximately 5.67 miles southeast of the
unincorporated community of Niland between the unincorporated communities of Iris and Slab City.
The project area is transected by the Coachella and East Highline Canals and the Union Pacific
Railway.

Three separate Conditional Use Permits (CUPs) have been filed with the County for the construction
and operation of the solar facilities, which together define the project sites. The three CUP applications
or individual site locations consist of the following:

e CUP 20-0021: VEGA SES 2
e CUP 20-0022: VEGA SES 3
e CUP 20-0023: VEGA SES 5

Table 2-1 identifies the individual assessor parcel numbers (APN) associated with the VEGA SES 2,
3, and 5 sites with their respective acreage and zoning.

Table 2-1. Solar Energy Facility Site Assessor Parcel Numbers, Acreages, and Zoning

Project APN Acreage Zoning
VEGA SES 2 025-010-006 (partial) 410 S-2-RE
(CUP 20-0021) 025-260-011 (partial) 288 S-2-RE
025-270-023 625 S-2-RE
Subtotal 1,323 --
VEGA SES 3 025-010-006 (partial) 230 S-2-RE
(CUP 20-0022) Subtotal 230 -
VEGA SES 5 025-260-011 (partial) 160 S-2-RE
(CUP 20-0023) 025-260-019 90 S-2-RE
025-260-022 160 A-2-RE, A-3-RE, S-2-RE
Subtotal 410 --
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Table 2-1. Solar Energy Facility Site Assessor Parcel Numbers, Acreages, and Zoning

Project Acreage Zoning

Total Gross Acres 1,963

Notes:

APN = assessor parcel number; A-2-RE = General Agriculture with a Renewable Energy Zone Overlay A-3-RE = Heavy
Agriculture with a Renewable Energy Zone Overlay; S-2-RE = Open Space/Preservation with a Renewable Energy Zone
Overlay

211 VEGASES?2

The VEGA SES 2 project site is located on three non-contiguous parcels (APNs 025-010-006 [partial],
025-260-011 [partial], and 025-270-023).

The northernmost parcel, APN 025-010-006, comprises 640 acres. The VEGA SES 2 project site is
located on the southern 410 acres of the 640-acre parcel. This parcel is approximately 2.31 miles
northeast of the East Highline Canal Road/Wiest Road/Flowing Wells Road intersection. This parcel
is transected by Coachella Canal Road (intersected by Flowing Wells Road approximately halfway
through the parcel) and the Coachella Canal, which runs southeast parallel to the roadway.

The southwestern parcel, APN 025-260-011, comprises 488 acres. The VEGA SES 2 project is located
on the northern 288 acres of the 488-acre parcel.

The southeastern parcel, APN 025-270-023, encompasses approximately 625 acres and is adjacent
to the southeast corner of APN 025-010-006. An approximately 934-foot segment of the Coachella
Canal traverses the southwestern corner of the parcel. This parcel is transected by Niland Pegleg Well
Road and Ted Kipf Road in the northern half of the parcel.

212 VEGASES3

The VEGA SES 3 project site is located on the northern portion of APN 025-010-006, comprising the
remaining 230 acres of the 640-acre parcel.

213 VEGASESS5

The VEGA SES 5 project site is located on three parcels (APNs 025-260-011 [partial], 025-260-019
and 025-260-022) encompassing approximately 410 acres. A portion of the VEGA SES 5 project site
is located on the southern 160 acres of APN 025-260-011. APN 025-260-019 is adjacent to the Union
Pacific Railway and Noffsinger Road to the northeast. APN 025-260-022 is adjacent to Wiest Road to
the west and McDonald Road to the north and transected by East Highline Canal Road and the East
Highline Canal.

The agricultural portion of VEGA SES 5 (APN 025-260-022) that is west of the East Highline Canal
contains fallow agricultural land with scattered dry crop residue. The agricultural field is bounded by
McDonald Road to the north, Schrimpf Road to the south, and Weist Road to the west. The East
Highline Canal cuts across APN 025-260-022 diagonally in a northwest to southeast direction. Within
the agricultural portion of the VEGA SES 5 project site, there are subsurface tile drainage pipelines
that are generally aligned north to south and carry irrigation wastewater to the N Drain at the southwest
corner of the field.

2-2 | December 2022 Imperial County



2 Project Description F)?
Draft EIR | VEGA SES 2, 3, & 5 Solar Energy Project

Figure 2-1. Regional Location
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Figure 2-2. Project Sites
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2.1.4 Renewable Energy Overlay Zone

In 2016, the County adopted the Imperial County Renewable Energy and Transmission Element,
which includes an RE Zone (RE Overlay Map). This General Plan element was created as part of the
California Energy Commission Renewable Energy Grant Program to amend and update the County’s
General Plan to facilitate future development of renewable energy projects.

The County Land Use Ordinance, Division 17, includes the RE Overlay Zone, which authorizes the
development and operation of renewable energy projects with an approved CUP. The RE Overlay
Zone is concentrated in areas determined to be the most suitable for the development of renewable
energy facilities while minimizing the impact on other established uses. CUP applications proposed
for specific renewable energy projects not located in the RE Overlay Zone would not be allowed
without an amendment to the RE Overlay Zone.

As shown on Figure 2-1, the project sites are located within the RE Overlay Zone. Therefore, no
General Plan Amendment or Rezone would be required to implement the proposed projects.

2.2 Project Objectives

e Construct and operate a solar energy facility capable of producing up to 350 megawatt (MW)
alternating current (AC) of electricity to assist the State of California in achieving its 60 percent
renewable portfolio standard by 2030.

e Provide a 700 MW energy (battery storage) system, that would accommodate and store the
power generated by the project so that the facility can continue to provide renewable energy
during non-daylight hours.

¢ Interconnect directly to IID’s existing electrical transmission system.

o Help California meet its statutory and regulatory goal of increasing renewable power
generation, including greenhouse gas reduction goals of Senate Bill 32.

e Minimize and mitigate any potential impact to sensitive environmental resources within the
project area.

2.3 Project Characteristics

The proposed projects (VEGA SES 2, 3, and 5) would involve the construction and operation of an
expansive PV solar energy facility and associated infrastructure on approximately 1,963 acres of
privately-owned land. The project sites would be developed with a ground mounted PV solar power
generating system, supporting structures, on-site substations, battery energy storage system (BESS),
interconnection facilities, and internal access roads. The projects would employ the use of PV power
systems to convert solar energy into electricity using non-reflective technology.

Collectively, the proposed projects involve the construction of up to 350 megawatt (MW) alternating
current (AC) photovoltaic (PV) solar energy facility (Table 2-2) with an integrated battery storage
system (not to exceed 700 MW).
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Table 2-2. Megawatt Output

Solar Facility Proposed Megawatt Output Battery Storage
VEGA SES 2 240 MW 480 MW
VEGA SES 3 60 MW 120 MW
VEGA SES 5 50 MW 100 MW
Total 350MW 700 MW

2.3.1 Photovoltaic Panels/Solar Arrays

PV solar cells convert sunlight directly into direct current electricity. The process of converting light
(photons) to electricity (voltage) in a solid-state process is called the photovoltaic effect. A number of
individual PV cells are electrically arranged and connected into solar PV modules, sometimes referred
to as solar panels.

The projects propose to utilize either thin film or crystalline solar photovoltaic (PV) technology modules
mounted either on fixed frames or horizontal single-axis tracker (HSAT) systems.

The fixed frame PV module arrays would be mounted on racks that would be supported by driven
piles. The depth of the piles would be dependent on the recommendations of the geotechnical report
prepared for the projects. The fixed-frame racks would be secured at a fixed tilt of 20-30 degrees from
horizontal facing a southerly direction. Current project designs would have individual PV modules,
mounted two high on a fixed frame, providing a two-foot ground clearance and resulting in the tops of
the panels at approximately 7.5 feet above the ground. The fixed PV modules would be arranged in
arrays spaced approximately 15 to 25 feet apart (pile-to-pile) to maximize performance and to allow
access for panel cleaning. These arrays would be separated from each other and the perimeter
security fence by up to 30-foot wide interior roads.

If HSAT technology is used, the PV modules would rotate around the north-south HSAT axis so that
the PV modules would continue to face the sun as the sun moves across the sky throughout the day.
The PV modules would reach their maximum height (up to 9 feet above the ground, depending on the
final design) at both sunrise and sunset, when the HSAT is rotated to point the modules at the rising
or setting sun. At noon, or when stowed during high winds, when the HSAT system is rotated so that
the PV modules are horizontal, the nominal height would be about 6 feet above the ground, depending
on the final design.

The individual PV systems would be arranged in large arrays by placing them in columns spaced
approximately 10 feet apart to maximize operational performance and to allow access for panel
cleaning and maintenance. Current project designs would have individual HSAT PV modules, each
approximately two feet wide by four feet long (depending on the specific PV technology selected),
mounted on a frame which is attached to an HSAT system. The HSAT arrays would be separated from
each other and the perimeter security fence by up to 30-foot-wide roads, consistent with Imperial
County Fire Department emergency access requirements.

2.3.2  Electrical Power System

Electricity generated by the PV modules would be collected by a direct current (DC) collection system
routed underground in trenches. This DC power would be delivered to one of the pad-mounted
inverters in weatherproof enclosures located within the arrays. The inverters would convert the DC
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power to three-phase alternating current (AC). The inverters could be connected to AC interconnection
facilities which, if needed, would raise the voltage to 34.5 kilovolt (kV), or the interconnection voltage
selected by the projects. Underground or overhead 12.5 kV or 34.5 kV collection lines would transmit
the electricity to the new substations.

2.3.3 Substations, Distribution/Electrical Collection and Transmission

VEGA SES 2

Substations

As shown in Figure 2-3, two new substations would be constructed on the VEGA SES 2 project site.
The first substation would be constructed in the northwestern corner of APN 025-260-011 on
approximately two acres. The substation would take the delivery of up to 60 kV electricity and increase
the voltage of the electricity to 230 kV, where it would feed into the interconnection switching station
for metering and delivery to the 1ID KN/KS Line. The substation would include two transformers, circuit
breakers, disconnect switches, microwave or other communication facilities, and an electrical control
building.

The second substation would be located in the northwestern corner of APN 025-270-023 on
approximately two acres. This substation would be comprised of an underground combiner box used
to connect all of the low voltage AC outputs of the inverters, a medium voltage transformer to increased
the voltage up to 60 kV, a protective relay system and associated circuit breakers and disconnect
switches. This substation would take delivery of the energy generated on APN 025-270-023 and
transmit it through the proposed 34.5 kV or 60 kV lines to the primary project substation on APN 025-
260-011. The substation would include a transformer, circuit breaker, meters, disconnect switches,
and microwave or other communication facilities.

One new interconnection switching station would be constructed on APN 025-260-011, immediately
adjacent to the substation. The interconnection switching station and substation would be connected
via a single overhead 230 kV line. The switching station would include circuit breakers, switches,
overhead bus work, protective relay equipment and an electrical control building. The switching station
would operate at 230 kV and be configured in a Breaker-And-A-Half arrangement. This would allow
for looping in of one or two of the IID 230 kV lines as well as connection of the total project output at
230 kV. The switching station would be enclosed within its own fence.

To connect the project’s interconnection facilities, the medium voltage power produced by the project
would be conveyed underground, or above ground where necessary, to cross over any sensitive site
features. The design of the project’s interconnection facilities would meet all necessary utility
standards and requirements. As required, surge arrestors would be used to protect facilities and
auxiliary equipment from lightning strikes or other disturbances. Distribution from the site would be via
an overhead connection.

Distribution and Interconnection

The VEGA SES 2 project’s distribution and interconnection would be as follows: the medium voltage
power would be conveyed underground or aboveground via 34.5 kV or 60 kV distribution circuits from
the substation located in the northwest corner of 025-270-023 to the substation located in the
northwest corner of APN 025-260-011. The height of the proposed gen-tie transmission structures
would be 40 feet. The electrical energy produced by the VEGA SES 2 project would be delivered to
the 1ID through the project’s interconnection switching station to the IID’s 230 kV KN/KS Line.

Imperial County December 2022 | 2-7



2 Project Description
Draft EIR | VEGA SES 2, 3, & 5 Solar Energy Project

Figure 2-3. VEGA SES 2 and 3 Site Plan
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BLM Right-of-Way Request — VEGA SES 2

60-Foot-Wide ROW for Gen-Tie Interconnection

As shown in Figure 2-4, there is a portion of the VEGA SES 2 gen-tie line, from the southwest corner
of APN 025-010-006 to the northeast corner of APN 025-260-011, that would traverse BLM land. The
project applicant is requesting a 60-foot-wide ROW from BLM to construct a portion of the gen-tie line
on BLM land.

30-Foot-Wide ROW for Gen-Tie Interconnection

A triangular ROW would be required at the southeastern corner of APN 025-010-006 to the
northwestern corner of APN 025-270-023 for overhead powerlines that would span the two corners of
these parcels. No power poles would be set within this ROW.

Additionally, BLM approval of two aerial easements would also be required to allow gen-tie
connections between the facilities. No ground disturbance would occur associated with the aerial
easements.

VEGA SES 3

Substation

A new substation would be constructed on the northwestern corner of the VEGA SES 3 project site.
The substation site will comprise approximately two acres. Medium voltage power electricity generated
from the site would be conveyed underground, or above ground where necessary, to cross over any
sensitive site features, to connect to the substation.

Interconnection

A new interconnection switching station would be constructed immediately adjacent to the substation.
The interconnection switching station and substation would be connected via a single overhead 161
kV line. The switching station would include circuit breakers, switches, overhead bus work, protective
relay equipment and an electrical control building. The switching station would operate at 161 kV and
be configured in a Breaker-And-A-Half or three breaker ring bus arrangement. This would allow for
looping in of the IID 161 kV “F” transmission line as well as connection of the project gen-tie line. The
switching station would be enclosed within its own fence. As shown in Figure 2-3, the electrical energy
produced by the VEGA SES 3 project would be connected to the existing utility approved point of
interconnection at the northeast corner of the site to the [ID’s 161 kV “F” Line.

The design of the project’s interconnection facilities would meet all necessary utility standards and
requirements. As required, surge arrestors would be used to protect facilities and auxiliary equipment
from lightning strikes or other disturbances. Distribution from the site would be via an overhead
connection.
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BLM Right-of-Way Request — VEGA SES 3

140-Foot-Wide ROW for Gen-Tie Interconnection

As shown in Figure 2-3, the electrical energy produced by the VEGA SES 3 project would be
connected to the existing utility approved point of interconnection at the northeastern corner of the site
to the IID’s 161 kV “F” Line. Because the “F” Line is located on BLM land, the project applicant is
requesting a 140-foot-wide ROW from BLM to construct a gen-tie line from the northeastern corner of
the site to IID’s 161 kV “F” Line to the north (Figure 2-4).
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Figure 2-4. Right-of-Way Requests
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VEGA SES 5

Substation

A new substation would be constructed on the VEGA SES 5 project site, on the southeastern boundary
of APN 025-260-022. This substation would take the delivery of the up to 34.5 kV power generated on
the site and increase the voltage of the electricity to 92 kV, where it would be delivered to the 11D 92
kV Midway Substation.

Interconnection

The proposed gen-tie line alignment for VEGA SES 5 is depicted on Figure 2-5. The substation would
include a transformer, circuit breakers, meters, disconnect switches, and microwave or other
communication facilities. The medium voltage power electricity generated from the project would be
conveyed underground, or above ground where necessary, to cross over any sensitive site features,
to connect to the projects’ interconnection facilities.

The design of the project’s interconnection facilities would meet all necessary utility standards and
requirements. As required, surge arrestors would be used to protect facilities and auxiliary equipment
from lightning strikes or other disturbances. Distribution from the site would be via an overhead
connection.
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Figure 2-5. VEGA SES 5 Site Plan
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2.3.4  Battery Energy Storage System

A BESS is proposed on an approximately 5-acre site within the VEGA SES 2 project site in the
southwestern corner of APN 025-010-006. The BESS on the VEGA SES 5 project site is proposed to
be located in the southeastern corner of APN 025-260-022. The proposed BESS would consist of
either lithium ion or flow batteries. The batteries will either be housed in storage containers or buildings
fitted with HVAC and fire suppression systems as necessary, depending on the final selection of
battery technology. Inside the housing the batteries will be placed on racks, the orientation of which
depends on the type of housing. Underground trenches with conduits will be used to connect the
batteries to the control and monitoring systems, and inverters to convert the PV produced DC power
to AC power. Figure 2-6 depicts representative examples of a typical BESS.

Figure 2-6. Representative Example of Battery Energy Storage Systems

2.3.5  Security

Six-foot high security fencing would be installed around the perimeter of each of the project sites at
the commencement of construction and site access would be limited to authorized site workers. In
addition, a motion detection system and closed-circuit camera system may also be installed. The site
would be remotely monitored 24 hours per day, 7 days per week. In addition, routine unscheduled
security rounds may be made by the security team monitoring the site security.
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2.3.6 Site Access

VEGA SES 2 and 3

The VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites would include both a primary and secondary access driveway (if
required) off adjacent public roads. No new access across IID lateral canals or drains is expected. The
project driveways would be provided with a minimum of 30-foot double swing gates with “Knox Box”
for keyed entry. Emergency response personnel would be provided with manual override capability in
order to access the site facilities. To accommodate emergency access, PV panels would be spaced
to maintain proper clearance. Internal access roads, up to 30-foot wide, would be constructed along
the perimeter fence and solar panels to facilitate vehicle access and maneuverability for emergency
unit vehicles.

BLM Right-of-Way Requests

The proposed access to both VEGA SES 2 and 3 is through the use of Flowing Wells Road. This
existing dirt road, although occasionally maintained by the County of Imperial, is on BLM land and a
right-of-way (ROW) approval from the BLM is required. There is no alternative route that either exists
or can be used to gain access to the VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites that do not cross some Federal
lands, hence Flowing Wells Road, is the only viable route.

24-Foot-Wide ROW for Access Road

The VEGA SES 2 and 3 projects intend to use Flowing Wells Road for access during construction of
the facilities which upon being permitted will take approximately one year of actual construction. As
shown in Figure 2-4, the projects propose to obtain a 24-foot-wide ROW for the length of Flowing
Wells Road starting approximately 575 feet north of the northwest corner of APN 025-260-011 to APN
025-010-006.

The VEGA SES 2 and 3 projects would not require changes to Flowing Wells Road either in terms of
alignment, cross section, width or length. The project applicant is requesting a 24-foot-wide ROW
given that the road currently has no designated width. The VEGA SES 2 and 3 projects, if required
as part of the permitting or ROW approval, would grade and maintain Flowing Wells Road during
construction as required by the BLM, County and/or Air District, including future years maintenance
for safe access to the sites. A maintenance agreement with the County/BLM will be included in the
conditions of approval.

The use of Flowing Wells Road for construction is considered temporary as it would be used primarily
during construction of the VEGA SES 2 and 3 projects. During operation, the sites will be controlled
remotely and will not have any on site employees. The solar facilities would require occasional onsite
maintenance. Therefore, Flowing Wells Road could require occasional maintenance. Either the
County or applicant could perform the maintenance of Flowing Wells Road under an agreement.

30-Foot-Wide ROW for Access Road

The project applicant is requesting a 30-foot-wide ROW from BLM for an access road to connect the
northwest corner of the VEGA SES 2 site (APN 025-0260-011) to Flowing Wells Road (Figure 2-4).

Bureau of Reclamation Right-of-Way Request

Access will be needed across Bureau of Reclamation (BREC) land for VEGA SES 3, crossing the
Coachella Canal (Figure 2-4). Applications for this ROW have been filed directly with the BREC office.
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VEGA SES 5

The VEGA SES 5 site would include two primary driveways and a secondary driveway (if required).
The primary driveway on APN 025-260-19 would be located in the northwestern corner of the parcel
off of Noffsinger Road, while the driveway on APN 025-260-022 would be located along Weist Road
which runs parallel to the western boundary of the parcel.

The project driveways would be provided with a minimum of 30-foot double swing gates with “Knox
Box” for keyed entry. Emergency response personnel would be provided with manual override
capability in order to access the site facilities. To accommodate emergency access, PV panels would
be spaced to maintain proper clearance. Internal access roads, up to 30-foot wide, would be
constructed along the perimeter fence and solar panels to facilitate vehicle access and maneuverability
for emergency unit vehicles.

2.3.7  Fire Protection/Fire Suppression

Fire protection systems for battery systems would be designed in accordance with California Fire Code
and would take into consideration the recommendations of the National Fire Protection Association
(NFPA) 855.

Fire suppression agents such as Novec 1230 or FM 2000, or water may be used as a suppressant. In
addition, fire prevention methods would be implemented to reduce potential fire risk, including voltage,
current, and temperature alarms. Energy storage equipment would comply with Underwriters
Laboratory (UL)-95401 and test methods associated with UL-9540A. The projects would include
lithium-ion batteries. For lithium-ion batteries storage, a system would be used that would contain the
fire event and encourage suppression through cooling, isolation, and containment. Suppressing a
lithium-ion (secondary) battery is best accomplished by cooling the burning material. A gaseous fire
suppressant agent (e.g., 3M™ Novec™ 1230 Fire Protection Fluid or similar) and an automatic fire
extinguishing system with sound and light alarms would be used for lithium-ion batteries.

To mitigate potential hazards, redundant separate methods of failure detection would be implemented.
These would include alarms from the Battery Management System (BMS), including voltage, current,
and temperature alarms. Detection methods for off gas detection would be implemented, as
applicable. These are in addition to other potential protective measures such as ventilation,
overcurrent protection, battery controls maintaining batteries within designated parameters,
temperature and humidity controls, smoke detection, and maintenance in accordance with
manufacturer guidelines. Remote alarms would be installed for operations personnel as well as
emergency response teams in addition to exterior hazard lighting. In addition, an Incidence Response
Plan would be implemented. Additionally, the project applicant would contribute its proportionate share
for purchase of any fire-suppression equipment, if determined warranted by the County Fire
Department for the proposed projects.

2.4 Site Construction

2.4.1 Construction Activities

Construction activities would primarily involve demolition and grubbing, grading of the project sites to
establish access roads and pads for electrical equipment, trenching for underground electrical
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collection lines, and the installation of solar equipment and security fencing. Construction of each solar
energy facility is estimated to take 12-18 months and would begin in late 2022/early 2023.

Dust generated during construction would be controlled by watering and, as necessary, the use of
other dust suppression methods and materials accepted by the Imperial County Air Pollution Control
District (ICAPCD).

A temporary, portable construction supply container would be located at each project site at the
beginning of construction and removed at the end of construction.

The number of on—site construction workers for the VEGA SES 2 and 3 solar facility is not expected
to exceed 150 workers at any one time. The number of on-site construction workers for the VEGA
SES 2 and 3 battery storage facility and substations is not expected to exceed 100 workers at any one
time. The number of on-site construction workers for the VEGA SES 5 solar facility is not expected to
exceed 75 workers at any one time. The number of on-site construction workers for the VEGA SES 5
battery storage facility and substation is not expected to exceed 50 workers at any one time. Onsite
parking would be provided for all construction workers.

2.4.2 Construction Access

As shown in Figure 2-7, primary access to the VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites will be from SR-111
along McDonald Road to Weist Road. Construction-related traffic would cross the East Highline Canal
at Noffsinger Road. Weist Road continues to Flowing Wells Road. The crossing of the Union Pacific
(UP) Railroad tracks is at an unsignalized crossing on Weist Road. The VEGA SES 2 and 3 project
sites will be accessed from Flowing Wells Road. Weist Road, Noffsinger Road and Flowing Well Roads
are unpaved roadways.

For the VEGA SES 5 project, access to and from the site will be from SR-111 along McDonald Road
(Figure 2-8). A portion of the site construction traffic will travel to the east side of the East Highline
Canal, by using Weist Road and Noffsinger Road. To access the portion of the site east of the UP
Railroad tracks, access across the tracks will be made at Flowing Wells Road, and access to the
property will be made via an easement that will be acquired. The easement will be a direct vertical
south from Flowing Wells Road at the western boundary of APN 025-260-011.

Delivery trucks are expected to follow the same travel route as construction workers. An estimated
two trucks would arrive at each project site each day during the first few weeks of construction of each
solar facility.

2.4.3 Water Use

The area served by IID is located in the Imperial Valley, which is generally contiguous with [ID’s Imperial
Unit, lies south of the Salton Sea, north of the U.S./Mexico International Border, and generally in the
658,942-acre area between |ID’s Westside Main and East Highline Canals.

APN 025-260-011 and parts of APN 025-010-006 and APN 025-270-023 are located within 1ID’s East
Mesa Unit service area where water is only available for agricultural uses. Thus, there is not a public
water system that will serve the VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites. The water supply will be provided
by new onsite groundwater supply wells (see Figure 2-3) to be drilled and installed as part of the VEGA
SES 2 and 3 projects.

VEGA SES 5 APN 025-260-011, APN 025-260-019, and the area of APN 025-260-022 east of the
East Highline Canal are located within IID’s East Mesa Unit, while 114.4 acres of the area of APN 025-
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260-022 west of the East Highline Canal is within 1ID’s Imperial Unit. The VEGA SES 5 parcel areas
in the East Mesa Unit do not currently have water service from IID. Although water service from IID is
currently available for the area of APN 025-260-022 within the Imperial Unit, the project applicant does
not plan to use surface water from IID to supply any area of the project. Thus, there are no public
water systems that will serve the project. The water supply will be provided by a new onsite
groundwater supply well to be drilled and installed as part of the VEGA SES 5 project.

Table 2-3 identifies the estimated water needed during construction of each project.

Table 2-3. Construction Water Use

Construction Water Use

Project (acre feet)
VEGASES 2 &3 630 AF
VEGA SES 5 365 AF
Total 995 AF
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Figure 2-7. VEGA SES 2 and 3 Access Route
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Figure 2-8. VEGA SES 5 Access Route
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2.5 Operations and Maintenance

Once construction is completed, the facilities would be remotely operated, controlled and monitored
and with no requirement for daily on-site employees. Security personnel may conduct unscheduled
security rounds and would be dispatched to the project site in response to a fence breach or other
alarm.

Up to two to three people would be contracted (part-time) to perform all routine and emergency
operational and maintenance activities. Such activities include inspections, equipment servicing, site
and landscape clearing, and periodic washing of the PV modules if needed (up to two times per year)
to maintain power generation efficiency. Vegetation growing on the project sites would periodically
(approximately every 3 months) be removed manually and/or treated with herbicides.

25.1 Water Use

Water for washing the PV modules on the project sites would be obtained from proposed on-site water
wells (Figure 2-3). Table 2-4 identifies the estimated water needed during operation of each project.

Table 2-4. Operational Water Use

Operational Water Use

Project (acre feet per year)
VEGA SES 2 10 AF
VEGA SES 3 2 AFY
VEGA SES 5 20 AFY

Total 32 AFY

2.6 Restoration of the Project Sites

Electricity generated by the projects could be sold under the terms of a PPA with a power purchaser
(i.e., utility service provider). The projected life of the projects is 30 years. At the end of the PPA term,
the owner of the projects may choose to enter into a subsequent PPA, update technology and re-
commission, or decommission and remove the generating facility and its components. Upon
decommissioning, the sites could be converted to other uses in accordance with applicable land use
regulations in effect at that time. A collection and recycling program will be executed to promote
recycling of project components and minimize disposal in landfills. All permits related to
decommissioning would be obtained, where required.

Project decommissioning may include the following activities:
e The facility would be disconnected from the utility power grid.

e Project components would be dismantled and removed using conventional construction
equipment and recycled or disposed of safely.

e PV panel support steel and support posts would be removed and recycled off-site by an
approved metals recycler.

e All compacted surfaces within the project site and temporary on-site haul roads would be de-
compacted.
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e Electrical and electronic devices, including inverters, transformers, panels, support structures,
lighting fixtures, and their protective shelters would be recycled off-site by an approved
recycler.

e All concrete used for the underground distribution system would be recycled off-site by a
concrete recycler or crushed on-site and used as fill material.

e Fencing would be removed and recycled off-site by an approved metals recycler.

e Gravel roads would be removed; filter fabric would be bundled and disposed of in accordance
with all applicable regulations. Road areas would be backfilled and restored to their natural
contour.

e Soil erosion and sedimentation control measures would be re-implemented during the
decommissioning period and until the site is stabilized.

Prior to issuance of the initial grading permit for the projects, a Site Reclamation Plan in conformance
with County of Imperial requirements would be prepared for review and approval by the Imperial
County Planning and Development Services Department. This plan would be implemented at the end
of power operations and would describe the proposed equipment dismantling, removal and site
restoration program, in conformance with County requirements.

2.7 Required Project Approvals
2.7.1  Imperial County

The following are the primary discretionary approvals required for implementation of the projects:

1. Approval of CUPs. Implementation of the projects would require the approval of CUPs by the
County to allow for the construction and operation of the proposed solar energy facilities with
an integrated battery storage system. The following CUPs are under consideration for approval
as evaluated in this EIR:

e CUP 20-0021: VEGA SES 2
e CUP 20-0022: VEGA SES 3
e CUP 20-0023: VEGA SES 5

Table 2-5. VEGA SES 2, 3, and 5 CUPs — Solar Facilities

Project APN Acreage Zoning
VEGA SES 2 025-010-006 (partial) 410 S-2-RE
(CUP 20-0021) 025-260-011 (partial) 288 S-2-RE
025-270-023 625 S-2-RE
Subtotal 1,323 --
VEGA SES 3 025-010-006 (partial) 230 S-2-RE
(CUP 20-0022) Subtotal 230 -
VEGA SES 5 025-260-011 (partial) 160 S-2-RE
(CUP 20-0023) 025-260-019 90 S-2-RE
025-260-022 160 A-2-RE, A-3-RE, S-2-RE
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Table 2-5. VEGA SES 2, 3, and 5 CUPs — Solar Facilities

Project Acreage Zoning
Subtotal 410 -
Total Gross Acres 1,963 -

The project parcels are currently zoned as A-2-RE, A-3-RE, and S-2-RE.

Pursuant to Title 9, Division 5, Chapter 8, the following uses are permitted in the A-2 zone
subject to approval of a CUP from Imperial County:

j) Battery Storage Facility (must be connected to an existing electrical power
generation plant such as solar, geothermal, wind, natural gas, or other renewable
energy generator, as an accessory unit to said power plant)

s) Communication Towers: including radio, television, cellular, digital, along with the
necessary support equipment such as receivers, transmitters, antennas, satellite
dishes, relays, etc.

z) Electrical substations in an electrical transmission system (500 kv/230 kv/161 kv)
bb) Facilities for the transmission of electrical energy (100-200 kv)
ww) Resource extraction and energy development as per Division 17

aaa) Solar energy electrical generator

Pursuant to Title 9, Division 5, Chapter 9, the following uses are permitted in the A-3 zone
subject to approval of a CUP from Imperial County:

i) Battery Storage Facility (must be connected to an existing electrical power
generation plant such as solar, geothermal, wind, natural gas, or other renewable
energy generator, as an accessory unit to said power plant)

0) Communication Towers: including radio, television, cellular, digital, along with the
necessary support equipment such as receivers, transmitters, antennas, satellite
dishes, relays, etc.

00) Major facilities relating to the generation and transmission of electrical energy
provided such facilities are not under State or Federal law, to be approved exclusively
by an agency, or agencies of the State or Federal government, and provided such
facilities shall be approved subsequent to coordination review of the Imperial Irrigation
District for electrical matters, meeting the requirements in Division 17.

zz) Solar energy plants meeting the requirements in Division 17

Pursuant to Title 9, Division 5, Chapter 19, the following uses are permitted in the S-2 zone
subject to approval of a CUP from Imperial County:

Imperial County

d) Communication Towers: including radio, television, cellular, digital, along with the
necessary support equipment such as receivers, transmitters, antennas, satellite
dishes, relays, etc.

i) Major facilities relating to the generation and transmission of electrical energy
provide[d] such facilities are not under State or Federal law, to [be] approved
exclusively by an agency, or agencies of the State or Federal government, and
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provided such facilities shall be approved subsequent to coordination review of the
Imperial Irrigation District for electrical matters. Such uses shall include but be limited
to the following:

o Electrical generation plants
o Facilities for the transmission of electrical energy (100-200 kV)

e Electrical substations in an electrical transmission system (500 kv/230 kv/161 kV)

2. Approval of CUPs (CUP 22-0025 and -0026) — Groundwater Wells. Pursuant to Title 9

Division 21: Water Well Regulations, §92102.00, the Applicant will be required to obtain a CUP
for each proposed on-site groundwater well. As required by §92102.00, no person shall (1)
drill a new well, (2) activate a previously drilled but unused well, (unused shall mean a well or
wells that have not been used for a 12 month) period by installing pumps, motors, pressure
tanks, piping, or other equipment necessary or intended to make the well operational, (3)
increase the pumping capacity of a well, or (4) change the use of a well, without first obtaining
a CUP through the County Planning & Development Services Department.

Certification of the EIR. After the required public review for the Draft EIR, the County will
respond to written comments, edit the document, and produce a Final EIR to be certified by
the Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors prior to making a decision on approval or
denial of the project.

Subsequent ministerial approvals may include, but are not limited to:

2.7.2

Grading and clearing permits
Building permits
Reclamation plan
Encroachment permits

Transportation permit(s)

Discretionary Actions and Approvals by Other Agencies

Responsible Agencies are those agencies that have discretionary approval over one or more actions
involved with development of the project. Trustee Agencies are state agencies that have discretionary
approval or jurisdiction by law over natural resources affected by a project. These agencies may
include, but are not limited to the following:

California RWQCB — Notice of Intent for General Construction Permit, CWA 401 Water Quality
Certification

ICAPCD - Fugitive Dust Control Plan, Rule 801 Compliance

CDFW (Trustee Agency) — ESA Compliance, Section 1600 Streambed Alteration Agreement
USFWS — ESA Compliance

USACE - Section 404 of the CWA Permit

Bureau of Land Management
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o Right-of-way easement to use Flowing Wells Road for access during construction
and maintenance

o Right-of-way grant for the off-site gen-tie lines to be located on federal lands under
the jurisdiction of the BLM

o Aerial easements to allow gen-tie connections between the facilities

e Bureau of Reclamation

o Right-of-way easement to cross the Coachella Canal to access the project site
(APN 025-010-006)
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3 Environmental Analysis, Impacts, and
Mitigation

3.1 Introduction to Environmental Analysis

This section provides an overview of the environmental analysis and presents the format for the
environmental analysis in each topical section.

3.1.1 Organization of Issue Areas

Chapter 3 provides an analysis of impacts for those environmental topics that the County determined
could resultin “significant impacts,” based on preparation of an Initial Study and review by the County’s
Environmental Evaluation Committee and responses received during the scoping process, including
the NOP review period and public scoping meeting. Sections 3.1 through 3.15 discuss the
environmental impacts that may result with approval and implementation of the projects, and where
impacts are identified, recommends mitigation measures that, when implemented, would reduce
significant impacts to a level less than significant. Each environmental issue area in Chapter 3 contains
a description of the following:

e The environmental setting as it relates to the specific issue

e The regulatory framework governing that issue

e The threshold of significance (from Appendix G of the CEQA Guidelines)

e The methodology used in identifying and considering the issues

e An evaluation of the project-specific impacts and identification of mitigation measures
¢ A determination of the level of significance after mitigation measures are implemented

e The identification of any residual significant impacts following mitigation

3.1.2 Format of the Impact Analysis

This analysis presents the potential impacts that could occur under the projects along with any
supporting mitigation requirements. Each section identifies the resulting level of significance of the
impact using the terminology described below following the application of the proposed mitigation. The
section includes an explanation of how the mitigation measure(s) reduces the impact in relation to the
applied threshold of significance. If the impact remains significant (i.e., at or above the threshold of
significance), additional discussion is provided to disclose the implications of the residual impact and
indicate why no mitigation is available or why the applied mitigation does not reduce the impact to a
less than significant level.

Changes that would result from the project were evaluated relative to existing environmental conditions
within the project sites as defined in Chapter 2. Existing environmental conditions are based on the
time at which the NOP was published on May 4, 2021. In evaluating the significance of these changes,
this EIR applies thresholds of significance that have been developed using: (1) criteria discussed in
the CEQA Guidelines; (2) criteria based on factual or scientific information; and (3) criteria based on
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regulatory standards of local, state, and/or federal agencies. Mechanisms that could cause impacts
are discussed for each issue area.

This EIR uses the following terminology to denote the significance of environmental impacts of the

project:

No impact indicates that the construction, operation, and maintenance of the projects would
not have any direct or indirect effects on the environment. It means no change from existing
conditions. This impact level does not need mitigation.

A less than significant impact is one that would not result in a substantial or potentially
substantial adverse change in the physical environment. This impact level does not require
mitigation, even if feasible, under CEQA.

A significant impact is defined by CEQA Section 21068 as one that would cause “a substantial,
or potentially substantial, adverse change in any of the physical conditions within the area
affected by the project.” Levels of significance can vary by project, based on the change in the
existing physical condition. Under CEQA, mitigation measures or alternatives to the project
must be provided, where feasible, to reduce the magnitude of significant impacts.

An unmitigable significant impact is one that would result in a substantial or potentially
substantial adverse effect on the environment, and that could not be reduced to a less than
significant level even with any feasible mitigation. Under CEQA, a project with significant and
unmitigable impacts could proceed, but the lead agency would be required to prepare a
“statement of overriding considerations” in accordance with State CEQA Guidelines California
Code of Regulations (CCR) Section 15093, explaining why the lead agency would proceed
with the project in spite of the potential for significant impacts.
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3.2 Aesthetics

This section provides a description of the existing visual and aesthetic resources within the project
area and relevant state and local plans and policies regarding the protection of scenic resources.
Effects to the existing visual character of the project area as a result of project-related facilities are
considered and mitigation is proposed based on the anticipated level of significance. The information
provided in this section is summarized from the Visual Impact Assessment Letter Report — VEGA SES
2 and VEGA SES 3 Projects and Visual Impact Assessment Letter Report — VEGA SES 5 Project
(Appendix B1 and B2 of this EIR, respectively) prepared by ECORP Consulting, Inc.

3.2.1  Existing Conditions

Regional

Imperial County encompasses 4,597 square miles in the southeastern portion of California. The
County is bordered by Riverside County on the north, the international border of Mexico on the south,
San Diego County on the west and Arizona on the east. The length and breadth of the County provide
for a variety of visual resources ranging from desert, sand dunes, mountain ranges, and the Salton
Sea (County of Imperial 2016).

The desert includes several distinct areas that add beauty and contrast to the natural landscape. The
barren desert landscape of the Yuha Desert, lower Borrego Valley, East Mesa, and Pilot Knob Mesa
provide a dramatic contrast against the backdrop of the surrounding mountain ranges. The West Mesa
area is a scenic desert bordered on the east by the Imperial Sand Dunes, the lower Borrego Valley,
the East Mesa, and Pilot Knob Mesa.

The eastern foothills of the Peninsular Range are located on the west side of the County. The
Chocolate Mountains, named to reflect their dark color, are located in the northeastern portion of the
County, extending from the southeast to the northwest between Riverside County and the Colorado
River. These mountains reach an elevation of 2,700 feet making them highly visible throughout the
County.

Project Sites and Vicinity

The project sites are located on approximately 1,963 acres of privately-owned land in the
unincorporated area of Imperial County, CA. The project area is located approximately 5.67 miles
southeast of the unincorporated community of Niland between the unincorporated communities of Iris
and Slab City.

VEGA SES 2 and 3

Topography within the VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites consist of gentle slopes with a gradual increase
in elevation from west to east and elevations range between -7 and 182 feet above mean sea level
(amsl). Adjacent land uses include active agriculture and the Coachella Canal. BLM open space areas
exist to the north, east, and south. Further away, approximately 3 miles to the northwest and just
slightly higher in elevation than the project sites, are Slab City and Salvation Mountain. Slab City is a
former military facility that now serves as the site of an informal community for artists, travelers, and
winter-timer recreational vehicle (RV) campers. Salvation Mountain is an outdoor art project as the
western entrance to Slab City. Both attract tourists and sightseers. However, topography, intervening
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structures, and distance limit and obscure visibility of the project sites in direct views from publicly
accessible portions of these areas.

The VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites contain scattered desert vegetation. The majority of the project
sites consist of creosote bush scrub and palo verde/ironwood woodland; and some bush seepweed
scrub, disturbed creosote bush scrub, four-wing saltbush scrub, and tamarisk thickets. A small portion
of the area adjacent to the proposed gen-tie alignment along Flowing Wells Road is active agriculture.
The remainder of the project area consists of the canal and existing unpaved roadways.

VEGA SES 5

The VEGA SES 5 project site’s topography is relatively flat with elevations ranging between -65 and
22 feet amsl. The majority of the VEGA SES 5 project site consists of fallow agricultural land (west of
the East Highline Canal), creosote bush scrub, bush seepweed scrub, and tamarisk thickets. Other
vegetation types present include iodine bush scrub. The surrounding land uses are observed to be
mostly active agriculture land uses west of the East Highline Canal, vacant desert land east of the
East Highline Canal, and the IID 92 kV Midway Substation which is approximately 0.50 mile southeast
of the VEGA SES 5 project site.

Scenic Vista

Scenic vistas are typically expansive views from elevated areas. They may or may not be part of a
designated scenic overlook or other area providing a static vista view of a landscape. The project sites
are located in a rural portion of Imperial County and are not located within an area containing a scenic
vista designated by the State or the County’s General Plan.

Scenic Highways

According to the Conservation and Open Space Element, no State scenic highways have been
designated in Imperial County (County of Imperial 2016). The project sites are not located within a
state scenic highway corridor, nor are there any state scenic highways located in proximity to the
project sites. The nearest road segment considered eligible for a State scenic highway designation is
the portion of SR 111 from Bombay Beach to the County line. The project sites are located
approximately 19 miles southeast of Bombay Beach; therefore, it would not be visible from the location
of the proposed projects.

Visual Character

Aerial imagery was reviewed to identify where the proposed projects would potentially be visible from
visually sensitive areas and selected preliminary viewpoints for site photography. Field surveys were
conducted in January 2021 to photo-document existing visual conditions and views toward the project
sites. A representative subset of photographed viewpoints was selected as Key Views (KV).
Assessments of existing visual conditions were made based on professional judgment that took into
consideration sensitive receptors and sensitive viewing areas in the project area.

VEGA SES 2 and 3

Because itis not feasible to study every available view of the project sites, four key views that represent
typical views with distinct visual characteristics in the project study area were selected. The key views
reflect views of the project sites and were taken from locations within the public right-of-way. A
description of the four KVs is provided below and KV locations are depicted in Figure 3.2-1.
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Figure 3.2-1. Key Views - VEGA SES 2 and 3 Project Sites
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KV 1 - COACHELLA CANAL ROAD, NORTH OF FLOWING WELLS ROAD

KV 1 is a view from Coachella Canal Road, north of Flowing Wells Road facing east (Figure 3.2-2).
The dominant feature within KV 1 is the vegetation visible throughout the view. Also visible within this
KV is the Coachella Canal berm in the middleground and the distant Chocolate Mountains in the
background. This view does not exhibit any striking or distinctive visual patterns; however, the
presence of the scenic mountains in the background provides an aesthetic resource, although
somewhat obstructed, to the view. While the Coachella Canal is present and the berm along the edge
of the canal is visible within this KV, it is free from encroaching man-made elements.

KV 2 — NILAND-PEGLEG WELL ROAD, EAST OF COACHELLA CANAL

KV 2 is a view from Niland-Pegleg Well Road, east of Coachella Canal facing east (Figure 3.2-3).
Similar to KV 1, the dominant features within this KV are the vegetation visible throughout the view
and the Chocolate Mountains in the background. Also visible within this KV is the Coachella Canal
berm in the foreground. KV 2 does not exhibit any striking or distinctive visual patterns; however, the
presence of the scenic mountains in the background provides aesthetic resources that are prominent
and mostly unobstructed in the view. While a service road and the Coachella Canal berm along the
edge of the canal is visible within this KV, it is mostly free from encroaching man-made elements.

KV 3 — COACHELLA CANAL ROAD, NORTH OF NILAND-PEGLEG WELL ROAD

KV 3 is a view from Coachella Canal Road, north of Niland-Pegleg Road facing north (Figure 3.2-4).
The dominant features within this KV is Coachella Canal Road, the vegetation visible on either side of
the road, and the Chocolate Mountains in the distant background. Also visible within this KV are apiary
boxes on the east side of Coachella Canal Road. KV 3 does not exhibit any striking or distinctive visual
patterns. The presence of the scenic mountains in the distant background are visible but are affected
by atmospheric conditions (e.g., haze). However, the mountains do provide aesthetic resources that
are somewhat obstructed in the view. Due to the presence of the roadway and apiary boxes within this
KV, the view contains highly visible encroaching man-made elements.

KV 4 — NOFFSINGER ROAD

KV 4 is a view from Noffsinger Road facing north (Figure 3.2-5). The dominant features within this KV
are the existing Union Pacific Yuma subdivision railroad track, sparse vegetation in the foreground
with denser vegetation beyond the railroad track, and the Chocolate Mountains in the background.
Also visible within this view are marker posts associated with an underground utility line. This view
does not exhibit any striking or distinctive visual patterns; however, the presence of the scenic
mountains in the background, although affected by atmospheric conditions (e.g., haze), provide
aesthetic resources that are mostly unobstructed in the view. Due to the presence of the railroad track
and marker posts visible within this KV, the view contains highly visible encroaching man-made
elements.
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Figure 3.2-2. Key View 1: Coachella Canal Road, North of Flowing Wells Road - VEGA
SES 2 and 3

Source: Appendix B1 of this EIR

Figure 3.2-3. Key View 2: Niland-Pegleg Well Road, East of Coachella Canal - VEGA SES 2
and 3

Source: Appendix B1 of this EIR
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Figure 3.2-4. Key View 3: Coachella Canal Road, North of Niland-Pegleg Road - VEGA
SES 2 and 3

Source: Appendix B1 of this EIR

Figure 3.2-5. Key View 4: Noffsinger Road - VEGA SES 2

Source: Appendix B1 of this EIR

3.2-6 | December 2022 Imperial County




3.2 Aesthetics I_)?
Draft EIR | VEGA SES 2, 3, & 5 Solar Energy Project

VEGA SES 5

Two KVs that represent typical views with distinct visual characteristics in the VEGA SES 5 project
area were selected. The key views reflect views of the area and were taken from locations within the
public right-of-way. A description of the two KVs is provided below and KV locations are depicted in
Figure 3.2-6.

KEY VIEW 1 — NOFFSINGER ROAD, NORTH OF WASH AREA

KV 1is a view from Noffsinger Road, north of the wash area facing south (Figure 3.2-7). The dominant
feature within this KV is the vegetation visible throughout the view and Noffsinger Road in the
immediate foreground. There are no distant topographic features in the background. This view does
not exhibit any striking or distinctive visual patterns. The view is free from encroaching man-made
elements.

KEY VIEW 2 - WIEST ROAD, SOUTH OF MCDONALD ROAD

KV 2 is a view from Wiest Road, south of McDonald Road facing east (Figure 3.2-8). The dominant
features within this KV are the vegetation visible only in the foreground and a fallow agricultural field
in the middleground. The Chocolate Mountains are barely visible in the background because they are
masked by atmospheric conditions (e.g., haze). This view does not exhibit any striking or distinctive
visual patterns; however, the presence of the scenic mountains in the background, although masked
by haze, provides an aesthetic resource somewhat visible within the view. While overhead power lines
are visible within this KV, it is mostly free from encroaching man-made elements.
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Figure 3.2-6. Key Views - VEGA SES 5 Project Site
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Figure 3.2-7. Key View 1: Noffsinger Road, North of Wash Area

Source: Appendix B2 of this EIR

Figure 3.2-8. Key View 2: Wiest Road, South of McDonald Road
% P

Source: Appendix B2 of this EIR
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Light, Glare, and Glint

Glare is considered a continuous source of brightness, relative to diffused light, whereas glint is a
direct redirection of the sun beam in the surface of a PV solar module. Glint is highly directional, since
its origin is purely reflective, whereas glare is the reflection of diffuse irradiance; it is not a direct
reflection of the sun.

The project sites are currently vacant and do not generate any light or glare. The majority of the light
and glare in the project area is a result of motor vehicles traveling on surrounding roadways, airplanes,
and farm equipment. Local roadways generate glare both during the night hours when cars travel with
lights on, and during daytime hours because of the sun’s reflection from cars and pavement surfaces.

The Chocolate Mountains are located to the north and east of the project site. The Chocolate Mountain
Aerial Gunnery Range is used by the United States Marine Corps (USMC) for training purposes.

3.2.2 Regulatory Setting
This section identifies and summarizes laws, policies, and regulations that are applicable to the

projects.

State

California Department of Transportation

Caltrans manages the California Scenic Highway Program. The goal of the program is to preserve and
protect scenic highway corridors from changes that would affect the aesthetic value of the land
adjacent to the scenic corridor.

Local

Imperial County General Plan

The Imperial County General Plan contains policies for the protection and conservation of scenic
resources and open spaces within the County. These policies also provide guidance for the design of
new development. The Conservation and Open Space Element of the General Plan provides specific
goals and objectives for maintaining and protecting the aesthetic character of the region.
Table 3.2-1 provides an analysis of the proposed projects’ consistency with the Conservation and
Open Space Element Goal 5. Additionally, the Circulation and Scenic Highways Element of the
General Plan provides policies for protecting and enhancing scenic resources within highway corridors
in Imperial County, consistent with the Caltrans State Scenic Highway Program.

County of Imperial Land Use Ordinance, Title 9

The County’s Land Use Ordinance Code provides specific direction for lighting requirements.

Division 17: Renewable Energy Resources, Section 91702.00 — Specific Standards for All
Renewable Energy Projects

(R) Lights should be directed or shielded to confine direct rays to the Project site and muted to the
maximum extent consistent with safety and operational necessity.
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FR

Table 3.2-1. Consistency with Applicable General Plan Conservation

and Open Space Policies

Consistency with

General Plan Policies

General Plan

Analysis

Goal 5: The aesthetic Consistent As described in Section 3.2.3, the proposed projects
character of the region shall would result in changes to the existing visual character of
be protected and enhanced to the project sites. However, public views of the project site
provide a pleasing are limited, and the proposed projects would not result in
environment for residential, a significant deterioration in the visual character of the
commercial, recreational, and project site or surrounding area from public viewpoints.
tourist activity.

Objective 5.1: Encourage the Consistent The project sites are located on both sides of the East

conservation and
enhancement of the natural
beauty of the desert and
mountain landscape.

Highline Canal and occupy both active agricultural land
and desert lands. As described in Section 3.2.3, proposed
onsite apparatus would be approximately 7.5 feet in
height and the proposed security fencing would be

approximately 6 feet in height. Solar PV arrays would be
spaced approximately 15 to 25 feet apart allowing for
views of the Chocolate Mountains from the public right-of-
way. Further, views from project adjacent roadways that
are publicly accessible, would be partially to fully
obscured by roadside vegetation or berms, and such
views would likely be of short duration given the
probability of the viewers being in moving vehicles.

Source: County of Imperial 2016

3.2.3 Impacts and Mitigation Measures

Thresholds of Significance

Based on CEQA Guidelines Appendix G, project impacts related to aesthetics are considered
significant if any of the following occur:

e Have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic vista

e Substantially damage scenic resources, including, but not limited to, trees, rock outcroppings,
and historic buildings within a state scenic highway

¢ Innon-urbanized areas, substantially degrade the existing visual character or quality of public
views of the site and its surroundings? (Public views are those that are experienced from
publicly accessible vantage points). If the project is in an urbanized area, would the project
conflict with applicable zoning and other regulations governing scenic quality

e Create a new source of substantial light or glare which would adversely affect day or nighttime
views in the area
Methodology

This visual impact analysis is based on field observations conducted in January 2021, as well as a
review of maps and aerial photographs for the project area. Evaluation of potential visual impacts and
changes resulting from implementation of the proposed projects are based on the following criteria:
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Change in Visual Quality

The difference in visual quality between the existing environmental setting and post-project condition
is considered visual quality change. Those changes are identified by studying site plans, which provide
information on the various elements that will be removed from and incorporated into the current
viewshed and the degree of change in the existing setting.

Impacts to Visual Resources

Visual resources from both the natural and built environments can enhance the visual character and
aesthetic quality of an area. The project areas were studied for visual resources. Visual resources can
be associated with local events and history that represent and enhance the visual character of the
local area. A project that substantially alters important visual resources can result in significant visual
impacts. Mitigation is typically implemented to remove or minimize significant visual impacts.

Light, Glare, Shade, and Shadow

The existing light environment serves as a baseline to conduct light analysis and compare potential
impacts caused by the introduction of the proposed projects. Impacts relating to light, glare, shade,
and shadow were examined during field observations conducted in January 2021, and by the
photographs to help establish light conditions during various times of the day and night and estimate
the potential changes in the environment from implementation of the proposed projects. New light
sources and reduction or elimination of light could be considered impacts that could change the natural
environmental setting of the project sites. Impacts are evaluated based on how much existing
conditions change, the degree of those changes, and the sensitivity of the affected environment.

Compatibility with Visual Policies

The Imperial County General Plan and other regulations or policies relating to visual resources and
setting that are applicable to the proposed projects have been identified, reviewed, and used in the
preparation of this analysis. Proposed visual changes that conflict with the adopted County guidelines
could be considered a significant impact; however as shown in Table 3.2-1, the proposed projects
would be consistent with the General Plan.

Impact Analysis

Impact 3.2-1 Would the project have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic vista?

VEGA SES 2, 3, and 5

The Chocolate Mountains are located to the north and east of the project sites. The County has
identified the Chocolate Mountains as a scenic resource; however, no scenic vista points are identified
in the County General Plan and none of the roadways in the project area are designated as a scenic
highway or roadways. During construction, the use of standard construction equipment including, but
not limited to, trucks, cranes, and tractors would be required. The presence of this equipment within
the project sites during construction would alter views of the area from undeveloped and fallow
agricultural land to a construction site. However, the views of construction activity from the surrounding
vicinity would be temporary and would not involve any designated scenic vistas. Therefore, no impacts
to a scenic vista would occur during construction.

3.2-12 | December 2022 Imperial County



3.2 Aesthetics I_)?
Draft EIR | VEGA SES 2, 3, & 5 Solar Energy Project

Upon project operation, and with implementation of the solar infrastructure, the overall visual character
of the project sites would change. However, given that there are no scenic resources or vistas within
proximity to the project sites, project operation would not have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic
vista. Impacts are considered less than significant.

Mitigation Measure(s)

No mitigation measures are required.

Impact 3.2-2 Would the project substantially damage scenic resources, including, but not
limited to, trees, rock outcroppings, and historic buildings within a state
scenic highway?

VEGA SES 2, 3, and 5

The project sites are not located within a state scenic highway corridor, nor are there any state scenic
highways located in proximity to the project sites. The nearest road segment considered eligible for a
State Scenic Highway designation is the portion of SR 111 from Bombay Beach to the County line.
The project sites are located approximately 19 miles south of Bombay Beach. Therefore, no impacts
to scenic resources within a designated state scenic highway would occur.

Mitigation Measure(s)

No mitigation measures are required.

Impact 3.2-3 In non-urbanized areas, would the project substantially degrade the existing
visual character or quality of public views of the site and its surroundings?
(Public views are those that are experienced from publicly accessible vantage
points). If the project is in an urbanized area, would the project conflict with
applicable zoning and other regulations governing scenic quality?

VEGA SES 2 and 3

Short-term visual impacts would occur in association with construction activities, including introducing
heavy equipment (e.g., cranes), staging and materials storage areas and potential dust and exhaust
to the project area. While construction equipment and activity may present a visual nuisance, it would
be temporary (approximately 12-18 months) and would not represent a permanent change in views.
Therefore, impacts associated with degrading the existing visual character or quality of the project
sites during construction are considered less than significant.

As described in Section 3.2.1, four KVs were selected that reflect views of the VEGA SES 2 and 3
project sites and were taken from locations within the public right-of-way. The Visual Impact
Assessment (Appendix B1 of this EIR) evaluated the potential visual impacts within these four KVs as
a result of the proposed projects. The potential impacts on these KVs are discussed below.

KV 1. From KV 1 (Figure 3.2-2), the overall character and experience for a viewer would change
substantially with implementation of the projects. Vegetation removal and grading of the project sites
to accommodate the construction of solar apparatus and security fencing would result in the greatest
physical change. Other facilities proposed such as roads, pads, underground utilities, and stormwater
facilities would not be visible from the public ROW. The County has identified the Chocolate Mountains
as a scenic resource; however, no scenic vista points are identified in the County General Plan.
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Additional visual changes within this KV would be the installation of poles and electrical lines
associated with the gen-tie line.

The proposed PV module frames when installed on pads would be approximately 7.5 feet in height
and the proposed security fencing would be approximately 6 feet in height. Currently, the existing
vegetation on the project sites range from short shrubs to large bushes and views of the Chocolate
Mountains in the background are already partially obstructed by the existing Coachella Canal berm
and large bushes on the project sites. The installation of the new PV module frames would also result
in the obstruction of the Chocolate Mountains as they are similar in height to existing large bushes on
the site. PV module frames would be arranged in arrays spaced approximately 15 to 25 feet apart to
maximize performance and allow access for maintenance and cleaning. As a result of the spacing of
the arrays and relatively low-profile of the solar facility in general, view corridors of the Chocolate
Mountains would be maintained throughout the site as a viewer travels along Coachella Canal Road.
The construction of gen-tie poles and electrical lines would introduce manmade elements into the
view; however, the profile of these structures and lines are slim and would not substantially obstruct
existing views of the mountains.

KV 2. Similar to KV 1, the overall character and experience for the viewer would change substantially
at KV 2 (Figure 3.2-3) with implementation of the proposed projects. The main physical change would
be the removal of vegetation and grading of the project sites; as well as installation of poles and
electrical lines associated with the gen-tie line.

The proposed onsite apparatus would be approximately 7.5 feet in height and the proposed security
fencing would be approximately 6 feet in height. The installation of the new PV module frames would
also result in the obstruction of the Chocolate Mountains as they are similar in height to existing large
bushes on the site; however, from this key view vantage point, the Chocolate Mountains in the
background are relatively unobstructed.

Similar to KV 1, given the spacing of the arrays (15 to 25 feet apart) and relatively low-profile of the
solar facility in general, view corridors of the Chocolate Mountains would be maintained throughout
the site as a viewer travels along Coachella Canal Road. The construction of gen-tie poles and
electrical lines would introduce manmade elements into the view; however, the profile of these
structures and lines are slim and would not substantially obstruct existing views of the mountains.

KV 3. The overall character and experience for the viewer from KV 3 (Figure 3.2-4) would change
moderately with implementation of the proposed projects. The main physical change would be the
removal of vegetation and grading of the project sites; as well as installation of poles and electrical
lines associated with the gen-tie.

The installation of the new PV module frames would result in the obstruction of the Chocolate
Mountains as they are similar in height to existing large bushes on the site. However, views of the
Chocolate Mountains from Coachella Canal Road and the viewshed to the west of the road would be
maintained as no project-related facilities would be constructed that would obstruct views in those
areas. Similar to KV1 and KV 2, the construction of gen-tie poles and electrical lines would introduce
manmade elements into the view; however, the profile of these structures and lines are slim and would
not substantially obstruct existing views of the mountains.

KV 4. The overall character and experience for the viewer from KV 4 (Figure 3.2-5) would change
slightly with implementation of the proposed projects. The main physical change that would occur
within KV 4 is the complete removal of vegetation and grading of the project site which is beyond the
railroad tracks to accommodate the construction of solar apparatus and security fencing. The
installation of the new PV module frames would not result in the obstruction of the Chocolate
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Mountains and would align with the existing horizon due to the distance away from the KV 4 vantage
point. Therefore, the views of the Chocolate Mountains would be maintained throughout the site as a
viewer travels along Noffsinger Road.

VEGA SES 5

As described in Section 3.2.1, two KVs were selected that reflect views of the VEGA SES 5 project
site and were taken from locations within the public right-of-way. The Visual Impact Assessment
(Appendix B2 of this EIR) evaluated the potential visual impacts within these two KVs as a result of
the proposed projects. The potential impacts on these KVs are discussed below.

KV 1. From KV 1 (Figure 3.2-7), the overall character and experience for the viewer would change
substantially with implementation of the proposed project. Vegetation removal and grading of the
VEGA SES 5 project site to accommodate the construction of solar apparatus and security fencing
would result in the greatest physical change. Other facilities proposed such as roads, pads,
underground utilities, and stormwater facilities would not be visible from the public right-of-way.
Additionally, no scenic resources are visible within this KV.

Onsite vegetation would be completely removed, and the site would be graded to accommodate the
installation of the PV module frames in arrays, substation, and BESS. The construction of gen-tie poles
and electrical lines would not be visible from this KV.

KV 2. The overall character and experience for the viewer would change substantially at KV 2
(Figure 3.2-8) with implementation of the proposed project. The main physical change that would occur
within this view is the complete removal of vegetation and the fallow agricultural field and grading of
the project site to accommodate the construction of solar equipment and security fencing. The
installation of the new PV module frames would result in the obstruction of the Chocolate Mountains
due to the distance away from this vantage point. However, PV module frames would be arranged in
arrays spaced approximately 15 to 25 feet apart and as a result of the spacing of the arrays, view
corridors of the Chocolate Mountains would be maintained throughout the site as a viewer travels
along Wiest Road. The construction of gen-tie poles and electrical lines would not be visible from this
KV.

Conclusion

Implementation of the proposed projects would convert the project sites from vacant and fallow
agricultural lands to solar energy facilities. As discussed above, depending on the vantage point, the
existing visual character of the sites and the quality of views in terms of visibility beyond the sites
would change given the existing nature of the sites which contain fallow agricultural and vacant desert
land. However, these open space vegetated areas and agricultural areas impacted by the proposed
projects are not considered to be scenic resources by the County of Imperial.

In the context of topographical conditions and relatively low profile of the project components, the
proposed projects would not create an adverse or permanent visual obstruction of the background
views of the desert or mountain areas to the north and east of the project sites. Existing views of the
Chocolate Mountains are already partially obstructed by existing tall vegetation and masked by
atmospheric conditions (e.g., haze). Additionally, as previously identified, proposed onsite apparatus
would be approximately 7.5 feet in height and the proposed security fencing would be approximately
6 feet in height. Solar PV arrays would be spaced approximately 15 to 25 feet apart allowing for views
of the Chocolate Mountains from the public right-of-way. Further, views from project adjacent
roadways that are publicly accessible, would be partially to fully obscured by roadside vegetation or
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berms, and such views would likely be of short duration given the probability of the viewers being in
moving vehicles. Therefore, impacts to visual character would be less than significant.

Mitigation Measure(s)

No mitigation measures are required.

Impact 3.2-4 Would the project create a new source of substantial light or glare which
would adversely affect day or nighttime views in the area?

VEGA SES 2, 3, and 5

The proposed projects would include new sources of nighttime lighting. In addition, given the nature
of the project (e.g., solar facility), this discussion also considers potential glare- and glint-related
impacts generated by the proposed solar arrays. This discussion considers each issue under the
associated headings below.

NIGHTTIME LIGHTING

Minimal lighting would be required for project operation and would be limited to safety and security
functions. All lighting would be directed downward and shielded to confine direct rays to the project
sites and muted to the maximum extent consistent with safety and operational necessity (Title 9,
Division 17, Chapter 2: Specific Standards for all Renewable Energy Projects, of the County’s Zoning
Ordinance).

If additional lighting should be required for nighttime maintenance, portable lighting equipment would
be used. Based on these considerations, and the distance to potential viewers, the proposed projects
are not anticipated to create a new source of substantial light which would adversely affect nighttime
views in the project area, and the impact is considered less than significant.

GLARE AND GLINT

The proposed projects would involve the installation of PV solar arrays which have low reflectivity.
Solar PV modules are specifically designed to reduce reflection as any reflected light cannot be
converted into energy. Research has shown that reflectivity from PV panels are similar to reflections
from water (Appendix B1 and B2 of this EIR). The projects would not use other reflective materials
such a fiberglass, aluminum or vinyl/plastic siding, galvanized products, and brightly painted steel
roofs that have the potential to create on- and off-site glare. Further, the proposed projects are located
in an undeveloped area of Imperial County. There are also no established residential neighborhoods
immediately adjacent to the project sites or airports within 2 miles of the project sites. Therefore, the
PV panels would not create a new source of substantial light or glare that would affect day or nighttime
views. This impact is considered less than significant.

Mitigation Measure(s)

No mitigation measures are required.
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3.2.4  Decommissioning/Restoration and Residual Impacts

Decommissioning/Restoration

If at the end of the PPA term, no contract extension is available for a power purchaser, no other buyer
of the energy emerges, or there is no further funding of the proposed projects, the proposed projects
will be decommissioned and dismantled. The project sites are relatively flat and primarily characterized
by a level elevation. Therefore, no grading or significant landform modifications would be required
during decommissioning activities upon site restoration in the future. Although the project sites would
be visually disrupted in the short-term during decommissioning activities, because extensive grading
is not required and these activities would be temporary, the visual character of the project sites would
not be substantially degraded in the short-term and related impacts would be less than significant.

Residual

Impacts related to glare and glint impacts to roadway travelers would be less than significant and no
additional mitigation measures are required. Changes to visual character of the project areas would
be less than significant and would be transitioned back to their prior (pre-solar project) conditions
following site decommissioning. Based on these conclusions, implementation of the proposed projects
would not result in residual significant unmitigable impacts to the visual character of the project sites
or add substantial amounts of light and glare.
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3.3  Agricultural Resources

This section provides an overview of existing agricultural resources within the project sites and
identifies applicable federal, state, and local policies related to the conservation of agricultural lands.
This includes a summary of the production outputs, soil resources, and adjacent operations
potentially affected by the projects. The impact assessment in Section 3.3.3 provides an evaluation
of potential adverse effects on agricultural resources based on criteria derived from the CEQA
Guidelines in conjunction with actions proposed in Chapter 2, Project Description.
Section 3.3.4 provides a discussion of residual impacts, if any.

No forestry resources are present within the project sites and, therefore, this section focuses on
issues related to agricultural resources.

3.3.1 Existing Conditions

Imperial County

Agriculture has been the single most important economic activity of Imperial County throughout the
1900s and is expected to play a major economic role in the foreseeable future. The gross annual
value of agricultural production in the County has hovered around $1 billion for the last several
years, making it the County’s largest source of income and employment.

Imperial County agriculture is a major producer and supplier of high-quality plant and animal foods
and non-food products. In 2019, agriculture contributed a total of $2.01 billion to the county
economy. Vegetable and melon crops were the single largest production category by dollar value
($799 million). Livestock represented the second largest category ($522 million) and consisted
mostly of feedlot cattle ($449 million). Field crops ranked third with $498 million (Imperial County
Agricultural Commissioner 2019).

Project Sites

The VEGA SES 2 and 3 and a portion of the VEGA SES 5 Project sites east of the East Highline
Canal are not currently under cultivation and contain scattered desert vegetation. Meanwhile, the
VEGA SES 5 Project site west of the East Highline Canal contains fallow agricultural land.

The agricultural portion of VEGA SES 5 (APN 025-260-022) that is west of the East Highline Canal
contains fallow agricultural land with scattered dry crop residue. The agricultural field is bounded by
McDonald Road to the north, Schrimpf Road to the south, and Weist Road to the west. The East
Highline Canal cuts across APN 025-260-022 diagonally in a northwest to southeast direction. Within
the agricultural portion of the VEGA SES 5 Project site, there are subsurface tile drainage pipelines
that are generally aligned north to south and carry irrigation wastewater to the N Drain at the
southwest corner of the field.

Important Farmland

According to the California Department of Conservation’s (DOC) California Important Farmland
Finder, the majority of the project sites are designated as Other Land (DOC 2021). As shown in
Figure 3.3-1, a portion of the VEGA SES 5 Project site (APN 025-260-022) is designated as
Farmland of Local Importance. Farmland of Local Importance is not considered an “agricultural land”
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per CEQA Statute Section 21060.1(a). The project sites do not contain Prime Farmland, Farmland of
Statewide Importance, or Unique Farmland.

Soil types of the project site are provided in Section 3.7, Geology and Soils (see Figure 3.7-1).

Williamson Act Contract Land

According to the 2016/2017 Imperial County Williamson Act Map produced by the DOC, the project
sites are not located on Williamson Act contracted land (DOC 2016).

3.3.2 Regulatory Setting

This section identifies and summarizes state and local laws, policies, and regulations that are
applicable to the projects.

State

California Land Conservation Act

The Williamson Act (California Land Conservation Act, California Government Code, Section 51200
et seq.) is a statewide mechanism for the preservation of agricultural land and open space land. The
Act provides a comprehensive method for local governments to protect farmland and open space by
allowing land in agricultural use to be placed under contract (agricultural preserve) between a local
government and a landowner.

Under the provisions of the Williamson Act (California Land Conservation Act 1965, Section 51200),
landowners contract with the County to maintain agricultural or open space use of their lands in
return for reduced property tax assessment. The contract is self-renewing and the landowner may
notify the County at any time of intent to withdraw the land from its preserve status. Withdrawal
involves a 10-year period of tax adjustment to full market value before protected open space can be
converted to urban uses. Consequently, land under a Williamson Act Contract can be in either a
renewal status or a nonrenewable status. Lands with a nonrenewable status indicate the farmer has
withdrawn from the Williamson Act Contract and is waiting for a period of tax adjustment for the land
to reach its full market value. Nonrenewable and cancellation lands are candidates for potential
urbanization within a period of 10 years.

The requirements necessary for cancellation of land conservation contracts are outlined in
Government Code Section 51282. The County must document the justification for the cancellation
through a set of findings. Unless the land is covered by a farmland security zone contract, the
Williamson Act requires that local agencies make both the Consistency with the Williamson Act and
Public Interest findings.

On February 23, 2010, the Imperial County Board of Supervisors voted to not accept any new
Williamson Act contracts and not to renew existing contracts because of the elimination of the
subvention funding from the state budget. The County reaffirmed this decision in a vote on October
12, 2010, and notices of nonrenewal were sent to landowners with Williamson Act contracts
following that vote. The applicable deadlines for challenging the County’s actions have expired, and,
therefore, all Williamson Act contracts in Imperial County will terminate on or before December 31,
2018.
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Figure 3.3-1. Important Farmland
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California Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program

The California DOC, under the Division of Land Resource Protection, has set up the Farmland
Mapping and Monitoring Program (FMMP), which monitors the conversion of the state’s farmland to
and from agricultural use. The map series identifies eight classifications, as defined below, and uses
a minimum mapping unit size of 10 acres.

e Prime Farmland has the best combination of physical and chemical features able to sustain
long-term agricultural production. This land has the soil quality, growing season, and
moisture supply needed to produce sustained high yields. Land must have been used for
irrigated agricultural production at some time during the 4 years prior to the mapping date.

o Farmland of Statewide Importance is similar to Prime Farmland but with minor shortcomings,
such as greater slopes or less ability to store soil moisture. Land must have been used for
irrigated agricultural production at some time during the 4 years prior to the mapping date.

e Unique Farmland consists of lesser quality soils used for the production of the state’s leading
agricultural crops. This land is usually irrigated, but may include non-irrigated orchards or
vineyards as found in some climatic zones in California. Land must have been cropped at
some time during the 4 years prior to the mapping date.

e Farmland of Local Importance is land of importance to the local agricultural economy as
determined by each county’s board of supervisors and a local advisory committee.

e Grazing Land is land on which the existing vegetation is suited to the grazing of livestock.
This category was developed in cooperation with the California Cattlemen’s Association,
University of California Cooperative Extension, and other groups interested in the extent of
grazing activities.

e Urban and Built-up Land is occupied by structures with a building density of at least one unit
to 1.5 acres or approximately six structures to a 10-acre parcel. Common examples include
residential, industrial, commercial, institutional facilities, prisons, cemeteries, airports, golf
courses, sanitary landfills, sewage treatment, and water control structures.

o Water is defined as perennial water bodies with an extent of at least 40 acres.

e Other Land is land not included in any other mapping category. Common examples include
low-density rural developments, vegetative and riparian areas not suitable for livestock
grazing, confined animal agriculture facilities, strip mines, borrow pits, and water bodies
smaller than 40 acres. Vacant and nonagricultural land surrounded on all sides by urban
development and greater than 40 acres is mapped as Other Land. More detailed data on
these uses are available in counties containing the Rural Land Use Mapping categories.

The program also produces a biannual report on the amount of land converted from agricultural to
non-agricultural use. The program maintains an inventory of state agricultural land and updates its
“Important Farmland Series Maps” every 2 years. Table 3.3-1 provides a summary of agricultural
land within Imperial County converted to non-agricultural uses during the time frame from 2016 to
2018.
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Table 3.3-1. Imperial County Change in Agricultural Land Use Summary (2016 to 2018)

Total Acreage

Inventoried 2016 to 2018 Acreage Changes
Acres Gained Total Acreage Net Acreage

Land Use Category 2016 2018 Lost (-) (+) Changed Changed
Prime Farmland 190,206 189,163
Farmland of Statewide | 597 575 | 291506 | 6,330 654 6,984 5,676
Importance
Unique Farmland 2,071 1,905 190 24 214 -166
Farmland of Local 38,923 39,711 1,587 2,375 3,962 788
Importance
Important Farmland | = 550 475 | 522,375 | 9,806 3,709 13,515 -6,097
Subtotal
Grazing Land 0 0 0 0 0 0
Agricultural Land

528,472 522,375 9,806 3,709 13,515 -6,097
Subtotal
proan and Buit-Up 37,412 41,764 301 4,653 4,954 4,352
Other Land 461,891 463,488 712 2,309 3,021 1,597
Water Area 749 897 125 273 398 148
Total Area 1,028,524 | 1,028,524 | 10,944 | 10,944 21,888 0
Inventoried

Source: DOC 2018
Local

County of Imperial General Plan

The Agricultural Element of the County’s General Plan serves as the primary policy statement for
implementing development policies for agricultural land use in Imperial County. The goals,
objectives, implementation programs, and policies found in the Agricultural Element provide direction
for new development as well as government actions and programs. Imperial County’s Goals and
Objectives are intended to serve as long-term principles and policy statements to guide agricultural
use decision-making and uphold the community’s ideals.

Agriculture has been the single most important economic activity in the County throughout its history.
The County recognizes the area as one of the finest agricultural areas in the world because of
several environmental and cultural factors including good soils, a year-round growing season, the
availability of adequate water transported from the Colorado River, extensive areas committed to
agricultural production, a gently sloping topography, and a climate that is well-suited for growing
crops and raising livestock. The Agricultural Element in the County General Plan demonstrates the
long-term commitment by the County to the full promotion, management, use, and development and
protection of agricultural production, while allowing logical, organized growth of urban areas (County
of Imperial 2015).

The County’s Agricultural Element identifies several Implementation Programs and Policies for the
preservation of agricultural resources. The Agricultural Element recognizes that the County can and
should take additional steps to provide further protection for agricultural operations and at the same
time provide for logical, organized growth of urban areas. The County must be specific and
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consistent about which lands will be maintained for the production of food and fiber and for support
of the County’s economic base. The County’s strategy and overall framework for maintaining
agriculture includes the following policy directed at the preservation of Important Farmland:

The overall economy of the County is expected to be dependent upon the agricultural
industry for the foreseeable future. As such, all agricultural land in the County is considered
as Important Farmland, as defined by federal and state agencies, and should be reserved for
agricultural uses. Agricultural land may be converted to non-agricultural uses only where a
clear and immediate need can be demonstrated, such as requirements for urban housing,
commercial facilities, or employment opportunities. All existing agricultural land will be
preserved for irrigation agriculture, livestock production, aquaculture, and other agriculture-
related uses except for non-agricultural uses identified in this General Plan or in previously
adopted City General Plans.

The following program is provided in the Agricultural Element:

No agricultural land designated except as provided in Exhibit C [of the Agricultural Element]
shall be removed from the Agriculture category except where needed for use by a public
agency, for geothermal purposes, where a mapping error may have occurred, or where a
clear long-term economic benefit to the County can be demonstrated through the planning
and environmental review process. The Board (or Planning Commission) shall be required to
prepare and make specific findings and circulate same for 60 days (30 days for parcels
considered under Exhibit C of this [Agricultural] element) before granting final approval of
any proposal, which removes land from the Agriculture category.

Also, the following policy addresses Development Patterns and Locations on Agricultural Land:

“Leapfrogging” or “checkerboard” patterns of development have intensified recently and
result in significant impacts on the efficient and economic production of adjacent agricultural
land. It is a policy of the County that leapfrogging will not be allowed in the future. All new
non-agricultural development will be confined to areas identified in this plan for such
purposes or in cities’ adopted Spheres of Influence, where new development must adjoin
existing urban uses. Non-agricultural residential, commercial, or industrial uses will only be
permitted if they adjoin at least one side of an existing urban use, and only if they do not
significantly impact the ability to economically and conveniently farm adjacent agricultural
land.

Agricultural Element Programs that address “leapfrogging” or “checkerboard” development include:

All non-agricultural uses in any land use category shall be analyzed during the subdivision,
zoning, and environmental impact review process for their potential impact on the movement
of agricultural equipment and products on roads located in the Agriculture category, and for
other existing agricultural conditions which might impact the projects, such as noise, dust, or
odors.

The Planning and Development Services Department shall review all proposed development
projects to ensure that any new residential or non-agricultural commercial uses located on
agriculturally zoned land, except land designated as a Specific Plan Area, be adjoined on at least
one entire property line to an area of existing urban uses. Developments that do not meet these
criteria should not be approved.
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Table 3.3-2 provides a General Plan goal and policy consistency evaluation for the projects.

General Plan Policies

Table 3.3-2. Project Consistency with Applicable General Plan Agricultural Policies

Consistency
with General

Plan

Analysis

agricultural land to non-agricultural
uses including renewable energy only
where a clear and immediate need can
be demonstrated, based on economic
benefits, population projections and
lack of other available land (including
land within incorporated cities) for such
non-agricultural uses. Such conversion
shall also be allowed only where such

Goal 1. All Important Farmland, including Consistent The project sites do not contain Prime Farmland
the categories of Prime Farmland, or Farmland of Statewide Importance. Therefore,
Farmland of Statewide Importance, Unique the proposed projects would not convert land
Farmland, and Farmland of Local designated as Prime Farmland or Farmland of
Importance, as defined by federal and state Statewide Importance to non-agricultural uses.
:gﬁgﬁ:fj;ﬁg‘éf be reserved for A portion of the VEGA SES 5 Project site (APN
025-260-022) is designated as Farmland of Local
Importance. The VEGA SES 5 Project would
temporarily convert Farmland of Local Importance
to non-agricultural uses. However, as part of the
project, the project applicant or its successor in
interest will be responsible for implementing a
reclamation plan when the project is
decommissioned at the end of its lifespan. The
reclamation plan includes the removal, recycling,
and/or disposal of all solar arrays, inverters,
transformers, and other structures on the project
site, as well as restoration of the site to pre-project
condition. Therefore, the proposed VEGA SES 5
Project would not permanently convert Farmland
of Local Importance to non-agricultural uses.
Objective 1.5.Direct development to Consistent The project sites are located within the County’s
less valuable farmland (i.e., Unique designated Renewable Energy zone and are,
Farmland and Farmland of Local therefore, considered to be located within an area
Importance rather than Prime that has been determined to be appropriate for the
Farmland or Farmland of Statewide development of solar facilities. The majority of the
Importance) when conversion of project sites are designated as Other Land. A
agricultural land is justified. portion of the VEGA SES 5 Project site (APN 025-
260-022) is designated as Farmland of Local
Importance. A reclamation plan would be
prepared for the project, which, when
implemented, would return the site to pre-project
conditions after the solar use is discontinued.
Objective 1.6. Recognize and preserve Consistent. The project sites are located within the County’s
unincorporated areas of the County, designated Renewable Energy zone and is,
outside of city sphere of influence therefore, considered to be located within an area
areas, for irrigation agriculture, that has been determined to be appropriate for the
livestock production, aquaculture, and development of solar facilities.
other special uses. The VEGA SES 5 Project would temporarily
convert land located in an unincorporated area to
non-agricultural uses; however, with the approval
of the CUP, the VEGA SES 5 Project would be
considered an allowable use in an agricultural
zone as a conditionally-allowed use.
Objective 1.8. Allow conversion of Consistent The project sites are located within the County’s

designated Renewable Energy zone and are,
therefore, consistent with the General Plan.
Additionally, with the approval of the CUPs, the
projects would be consistent with the County’s
Land Use Ordinance. Therefore, the projects are
consistent with the County’s General Plan land
use designation.
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General Plan Policies

uses have been identified for non-
agricultural use in a city general plan
or the County General Plan, and are
supported by a study to show a lack of
alternative sites.

Table 3.3-2. Project Consistency with Applicable General Plan Agricultural Policies

Consistency
with General

Plan

Analysis

development of new residential or
other non-agricultural areas outside of
city “sphere of influence” unless

Objective 1.11. Control and prevent Consistent The projects would implement BMPs within the
soil erosion when possible. site during construction and long-term operation of
the project.
Goal 2. Adopt policies that prohibit Consistent The projects are located within the County’s
“leapfrogging” or “checkerboard” patterns designated Renewable Energy zone, which
of nonagricultural development in identifies areas that are considered appropriate for
agricultural areas and confine future the development of renewable energy. The
urbanization to adopted Sphere of projects do not include a residential component
Influence area. that would induce urbanization adjacent to the
project. Furthermore, with the approval of the
CUPs, the projects would be consistent with the
County’s Land Use Ordinance. Consistency with
the Land Use Ordinance implies consistency with
the General Plan land use designation.
Objective 2.1. Do not allow the Consistent The projects are located within the County’s
placement of new non-agricultural land designated Renewable Energy zone, which
uses such that agricultural fields or identifies areas that are considered appropriate for
parcels become isolated or more the development of renewable energy. Neither
difficult to economically and construction nor operation of the solar facility
conveniently farm. would not make it difficult to economically or
conveniently farm.
Objective 2.2. Encourage the infilling Consistent The projects are located within the County’s
of development in urban areas as an designated Renewable Energy zone, which
alternative to expanding urban identifies areas that are considered appropriate for
boundaries. the development of renewable energy. The
projects consist of the construction and operation
of solar facilities. While the projects would
introduce development in the area, it would not
include residential uses that would, in turn, create
a demand for other uses, such as commercial,
employments centers, and supporting services.
Objective 2.3. Maintain agricultural Consistent The projects do not involve the subdivision of the
lands in parcel size configurations that property into smaller parcels. The projects are
help assure that viable farming units considered a temporary industrial use but would
are retained. not induce growth in the area nor result in the
expansion of urban boundaries. While the projects
would temporarily convert agricultural land to non-
agricultural uses; a reclamation plan would be
prepared for the project sites, which, when
implemented, would return the site to pre-project
conditions after the solar uses are discontinued.
Objective 2.4. Discourage the Consistent The projects do not involve the subdivision of the
parcelization of large holdings. property into smaller parcels. The size of the
existing parcels would be retained for future
agricultural use following site restoration.
Objective 2.6. Discourage the Consistent The projects are located within the County’s

designated Renewable Energy zone, which
identifies areas that are considered appropriate for
the development of renewable energy.
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Table 3.3-2. Project Consistency with Applicable General Plan Agricultural Policies

Consistency
General Plan Policies with General Analysis

Plan

designated for non-agricultural use in
the County General Plan, or for
necessary public facilities.

Goal 3. Limit the introduction of conflicting Consistent Upon approval of the CUP, the VEGA SES 5
uses into farming areas, including Project would be an allowable use within the
residential development of existing parcels applicable agricultural zone. Additionally, the
which may create the potential for conflict projects do not include the development of
with continued agricultural use of adjacent housing. The solar development would be
property. compatible with existing agricultural uses to the
west.
Objective 3.2. Enforce the provisions Consistent The Imperial County Right-to-Farm Ordinance
of the Imperial County Right-to-Farm would be enforced. Existing nuisance issues, such
Ordinance (No. 1031). as noise, dust, and odors from existing agricultural

use would not impact the projects given the
general lack of associated sensitive uses (e.g.,
residences). Likewise, with mitigation measures
proposed in other resource sections (e.g., air
quality, and noise) project-related activities would
not adversely affect adjacent agricultural

operations.
Objective 3.3. Enforce the provisions Consistent The provisions of the state nuisance law would be
of the State nuisance law (California incorporated into the projects. As discussed
Code Sub-Section 3482). below, there is the potential that weeds or other

pests may occur within the solar field if these
areas are not properly maintained and managed
to control weeds and pests. Mitigation Measure
AG-1 requires the project applicant to develop a
Pest Management Plan prior to the issuance of a
grading permit or building permit (whichever
occurs first).

Source: County of Imperial 2015

BMP — best management practice; CUP — conditional use permit; DOC — Department of Conservation; IID — Imperial Irrigation
District

3.3.3 Impacts and Mitigation Measures

This section presents the significance criteria used for considering project impacts related to
agricultural resources, the methodology employed for the evaluation, an impact evaluation, and
mitigation requirements, if necessary.

Thresholds of Significance

Based on CEQA Guidelines Appendix G, project impacts related to agricultural resources are
considered significant if any of the following occur:

e Convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or Farmland of Statewide Importance
(Farmland) as shown on the maps prepared pursuant to the FMMP of the California
Resources Agency, to non-agricultural use.

e Conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, or a Williamson Act contract.
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e Involve other changes in the existing environment, which, due to their location or nature,
could result in conversion of Farmland to non-agricultural use.

Methodology

This analysis evaluates the potential for the projects, as described in Chapter 2, Project Description,
to adversely impact agricultural resources within the project sites based on the applied significance
criteria as identified above. The analysis prepared for this EIR relied on Important Farmland and
Williamson Act maps for Imperial County produced by the California DOC’s Division of Land
Resource Protection. These sources were used to determine the agricultural significance of the land
in the project sites. Per the County of Imperial General Plan, Farmland of Local Importance is also
considered an important farmland.

Additionally, potential conflicts with existing agricultural zoning or other changes resulting from the
implementation of the projects, which could indirectly remove Important Farmland from agricultural
production or reduce agricultural productivity were considered. Sources used in this evaluation
included, but were not limited to, the Imperial County General Plan and zoning ordinance. The
conceptual site plans for the projects (Chapter 2) was also used to evaluate potential impacts.

Impact Analysis

Impact 3.3-1 Would the project convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or Farmland of
Statewide Importance (Farmland) as shown on the maps prepared pursuant to
the FMMP of the California Resources Agency, to non-agricultural use?

VEGA SES 2 and 3

According to the California DOC’s California Important Farmland Finder, the VEGA SES 2 and 3
Project sites are designated as Other Land (DOC 2021). The VEGA SES 2 and 3 Project sites do
not contain Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide Importance, or Unique Farmland. Therefore, the
proposed projects would not convert land designated as Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide
Importance, or Unique Farmland to non-agricultural uses and no impact is identified.

VEGA SES 5

According to the California DOC’s California Important Farmland Finder, the majority of the VEGA
SES 5 Project site is designated as Other Land (DOC 2021). A portion of the VEGA SES 5 Project
site (APN 025-260-022) is designated as Farmland of Local Importance. It should be noted that
analysis of Other Land and Farmland of Local Importance is not required under CEQA significance
criteria, as these designations are not considered an “agricultural land” per CEQA Statute Section
21060.1(a). The VEGA SES 5 Project would temporarily convert Farmland of Local Importance to
non-agricultural uses. However, as a condition of project approval (CUP condition), the project
applicant or its successor in interest will be responsible for implementing a reclamation plan when
the project is decommissioned at the end of its lifespan. The reclamation plan includes the removal,
recycling, and/or disposal of all solar arrays, inverters, transformers, and other structures on the
project site, as well as restoration of the site to pre-project conditions. The County is responsible for
approving the reclamation plan for the projects and confirming that financial assurances for the
projects are in conformance with Imperial County ordinances prior to the issuance of any building
permits. This shall be made a condition of approval and included in the CUPs. Implementation of the
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reclamation plan would reduce the impact associated with the temporary conversion of Farmland of
Local Importance to non-agricultural uses to a level less than significant.

Mitigation Measure(s)
No mitigation measures are required.

Impact 3.3-2 Would the project conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, or a
Williamson Act contract?

VEGA SES 2,3 and 5

Williamson Act. The VEGA SES 2 and 3 Project sites are not located on Williamson Act contracted
land (DOC 2016). Therefore, the projects would not conflict with a Williamson Act contract and no
impact would occur.

Agricultural Zoning. The VEGA SES 2 and 3 Project sites are zoned Open Space/Preservation
with a Renewable Energy Zone Overlay (S-2-RE). The VEGA SES 2 and 3 Projects would not
conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use and no impact is identified.

VEGA SES 5

Williamson Act. The VEGA SES 5 Project site is not located on Williamson Act contracted land
(DOC 2016). Therefore, the project would not conflict with a Williamson Act contract and no impact
would occur.

Agricultural Zoning. The VEGA SES 5 Project site is zoned as General Agriculture with a
Renewable Energy Zone Overlay (A-2-RE), Heavy Agriculture with a Renewable Energy Zone
Overlay (A-3-RE) and S-2-RE Pursuant to Title 9, Division 5, Chapter 8, the following uses are
permitted in the A-2 zone subject to approval of a CUP from Imperial County:

j) Battery Storage Facility (must be connected to an existing electrical power generation plant
such as solar, geothermal, wind, natural gas, or other renewable energy generator, as an
accessory unit to said power plant)

s) Communication Towers: including radio, television, cellular, digital, along with the necessary
support equipment such as receivers, transmitters, antennas, satellite dishes, relays, efc.

z) Electrical substations in an electrical transmission system (500 kV/230 kV/161 kV)
bb) Facilities for the transmission of electrical energy (100-200 kV)

ww) Resource extraction and energy development as per Division 17

aaa) Solar energy electrical generator

Pursuant to Title 9, Division 5, Chapter 9, the following uses are permitted in the A-3 zone subject to
approval of a CUP from Imperial County:

i) Battery Storage Facility (must be connected to an existing electrical power generation plant
such as solar, geothermal, wind, natural gas, or other renewable energy generator, as an
accessory unit to said power plant)

o) Communication Towers: including radio, television, cellular, digital, along with the necessary
support equipment such as receivers, transmitters, antennas, satellite dishes, relays, etc.
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oo) Major facilities relating to the generation and transmission of electrical energy provided such
facilities are not under State or Federal law, to be approved exclusively by an agency, or
agencies of the State or Federal government, and provided such facilities shall be approved
subsequent to coordination review of the Imperial Irrigation District for electrical matters, meeting
the requirements in Division 17.

zz) Solar energy plants meeting the requirements in Division 17

Upon approval of the CUP, the project’s use would be consistent with the Imperial County Land Use
Ordinance and thus is also consistent with the General Plan land use designation of the site.
Additionally, the operation of the solar generating facility is not expected to inhibit or adversely affect
adjacent agricultural operations through the placement of sensitive land uses, generation of
excessive dust or shading, or place additional development pressures on adjacent areas. Based on
these considerations, the impact is considered less than significant.

Mitigation Measure(s)

No mitigation measures are required.

Impact 3.3-3 Would the project involve other changes in the existing environment, which,
due to their location or nature, could result in conversion of Farmland to non-
agricultural use?

VEGA SES 2 and 3

As discussed under Impact 3.3-1, the VEGA 2 and 3 Project sites do not contain Prime Farmland,
Farmland of Statewide Importance, Unique Farmland, or Farmland of Local Importance.
Furthermore, the VEGA 2 and 3 Project sites are not zoned for agricultural uses. Therefore, the
VEGA 2 and 3 Projects would not involve other changes in the existing environment, which, due to
their location or nature, could result in conversion of Farmland to non-agricultural use. No impact is
identified.

VEGA SES 5

The Agricultural Element of the County’s General Plan serves as the primary policy statement for
implementing development policies for agricultural land use in Imperial County. The goals,
objectives, implementation programs, and policies found in the Agricultural Element provide direction
for private development as well as government actions and programs. A summary of the relevant
Agricultural goals and objectives and the project’s consistency with applicable goals and objectives
is summarized in Table 3.3-2. As provided, the projects are generally consistent with certain
Agricultural Element Goals and Objectives of the County General Plan.

Per County policy, agricultural land may be converted to non-agricultural uses only where a clear
and immediate need can be demonstrated, such as requirements for urban housing, commercial
facilities, or employment opportunities. Further, no agricultural land designated exempt shall be
removed from the agriculture category except where needed for use by a public agency, for
geothermal purposes, where a mapping error may have occurred, or where a clear long-term
economic benefit to the County can be demonstrated through the planning and environmental review
process.

As discussed under Impact 3.3-1, the VEGA SES 5 Project site does not contain Prime Farmland,
Farmland of Statewide Importance, or Unique Farmland. Furthermore, the project site is located
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within the Renewable Energy Zone and the project is, therefore, considered an appropriate use in
this area. Additionally, as a condition of project approval (CUP condition), the project applicant or its
successor in interest will be responsible for implementing a reclamation plan when the project is
decommissioned at the end of its lifespan. The reclamation plan includes the removal, recycling,
and/or disposal of all solar arrays, inverters, transformers, and other structures on the project site, as
well as restoration of the site to pre-project conditions. The County is responsible for approving the
reclamation plan for the project and confirming that financial assurances for the project are in
conformance with Imperial County ordinances prior to the issuance of any building permits. This
shall be made a condition of approval and included in the CUP.

The nature of the project warrants that it be located adjacent to existing electrical transmission
infrastructure. The electrical energy produced by the VEGA SES 5 Project would be conducted
through the project’s interconnection facilities to the 1ID’s 92 kV Midway Substation.

With the approval of the CUP, the project would be consistent with the County’s Land Use
Ordinance. Consistency with the Land Use Ordinance implies consistency with the General Plan
land use designation.

The project would not directly impact the movement of agricultural equipment on roads located
within the agriculture category and access to existing agriculture-serving roads would not be
precluded or hindered by the project. No modifications to roadways are proposed in the project area
that would otherwise affect other agricultural operations in the area. Furthermore, existing nuisance
issues, such as noise, dust, and odors from existing agricultural use would not impact the project
given the general lack of associated sensitive uses (e.g., residences). Likewise, with mitigation
measures proposed in other resource sections (air quality, noise, etc.), project-related activities
would not adversely affect adjacent agricultural operations. Further, the provisions of the Imperial
County Right-to-Farm Ordinance (No. 1031) and the State nuisance law (California Code
Sub-Section 3482) would continue to be enforced.

With the implementation of the VEGA SES 5 Project, it is possible that the physical and chemical
makeup of the soil materials within the upper soil horizon may change. For example, improper soil
stockpiling and management of the stockpiles could result in increased decomposition of soil organic
materials, increased leaching of plant available nitrogen, and depletion of soil biota communities
(e.g., Rhizobium or Frankia). Any reductions in agricultural productivity could significantly limit the
types of crops (deeper rooting crops, orchards, etc.) that may be grown within the project site in the
future. However, as a condition of project approval (CUP condition), the project applicant or its
successor in interest will be responsible for implementing a reclamation plan when the project is
decommissioned at the end of their lifespan. The reclamation plan includes restoration of the site to
pre-project conditions.

Additionally, there is the potential that weeds or other pests may occur within the solar fields if the
area is not properly maintained and managed to control weeds and pests. This is considered a
significant impact. Implementation of Mitigation Measure AG-1 would reduce this impact to a level
less than significant.

Mitigation Measure(s)

This mitigation measure is applicable to the VEGA SES 5 project only.

AG-1 Prior to the issuance of a grading permit or building permit (whichever occurs first), a
Pest Management Plan shall be developed by the project applicant and approved by the
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County of Imperial Agricultural Commissioner. The project applicant shall maintain a Pest
Management Plan until reclamation is complete. The plan shall provide the following:

1. Monitoring, preventative, and management strategies for weed and pest control
during construction activities at any portion of the project (e.g., transmission line);

2. Control and management of weeds and pests in areas temporarily disturbed during
construction where native seed will aid in site revegetation as follows:

3.3-14 | December 2022

Monitor for all pests including insects, vertebrates, weeds, and pathogens.
Promptly control or eradicate pests when found, or when notified by the
Agricultural Commissioner’s office that a pest problem is present on the
project site. The assistance of a licensed pest control advisor is
recommended. All treatments must be performed by a qualified applicator or
a licensed pest control business.

All treatments must be performed by a qualified applicator or a licensed pest
control operator.

“Control” means to reduce the population of common pests below
economically damaging levels, and includes attempts to exclude pests before
infestation, and effective control methods after infestation. Effective control
methods may include physical/mechanical removal, bio control, cultural
control, or chemical treatments.

Use of “permanent’” soil sterilants to control weeds or other pests is
prohibited because this would interfere with reclamation.

Notify the Agricultural Commissioner's office immediately regarding any
suspected exotic/invasive pest species as defined by the California
Department of Food Agriculture and the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
Request a sample be taken by the Agricultural Commissioner’s Office of a
suspected invasive species. Eradication of exotic pests shall be done under
the direction of the Agricultural Commissioner's Office and/or California
Department of Food and Agriculture.

Obey all pesticide use laws, regulations, and permit conditions.

Allow access by Agricultural Commissioner staff for routine visual and trap
pest surveys, compliance inspections, eradication of exotic pests, and other
official duties.

Ensure all project employees that handle pest control issues are
appropriately trained and certified, all required records are maintained and
made available for inspection, and all required permits and other required
legal documents are current.

Maintain records of pests found and treatments or pest management
methods used. Records should include the date, location/block, project name
(current and previous if changed), and methods used. For pesticides include
the chemical(s) used, EPA Registration numbers, application rates, etc. A
pesticide use report may be used for this.
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e Submit a report of monitoring, pest finds, and treatments, or other pest
management methods to the Agricultural Commissioner quarterly within 15
days after the end of the previous quarter, and upon request. The report is
required even if no pests were found or treatment occurred. It may consist of
a copy of all records for the previous quarter, or may be a summary letter/
report as long as the original detailed records are available upon request.

3. A long-term strategy for weed and pest control and management during the
operation of the proposed project. Such strategies may include, but are not limited
to:

o Use of specific types of herbicides and pesticides on a scheduled basis.

4. Maintenance and management of project site conditions to reduce the potential for
a significant increase in pestrelated nuisance conditions on surrounding
agricultural lands.

5. The project shall reimburse the Agricultural Commissioner’s office for the actual
cost of investigations, inspections, or other required non-routine responses to the
site that are not funded by other sources.

Significance after Mitigation

The project applicant would be required to adhere to the terms of the comprehensive reclamation
plan that would restore the VEGA SES 5 Project site to preexisting (pre-project) conditions following
decommissioning of the project (after its use for solar generation activities). In addition, the VEGA
SES 5 Project would be required to implement a weed and pest management control plan per
Mitigation Measure AG-1. Compliance with these measures would reduce this impact to a level less
than significant.

3.3.4 Decommissioning/Restoration and Residual Impacts

Decommissioning/Restoration

In any land restoration project, it is necessary to minimize disruption to topsoil or stockpiled topsoil
for later use during restoration following project decommissioning. With the implementation of the
VEGA SES 5 Project, it is possible that the physical and chemical makeup of the soil materials within
the upper soil horizon may change during construction and associated stockpiling operations.
Improper soil stockpiling and management of the stockpiles could result in increased decomposition
of soil organic materials, increased leaching of plant-available nitrogen, and depletion of soil biota
communities (e.g., Rhizobium or Frankia). Each of these circumstances could have an adverse
effect on the future productivity of the restored soils. Any reductions in agricultural productivity could
significantly limit the types of crops (deeper rooting crops, orchards, etc.) that may be grown within
the project site in the future. As a condition of project approval (CUP condition), the project applicant
or its successor in interest will be responsible for implementing a reclamation plan when the project
is decommissioned at the end of its lifespan. The reclamation plan includes restoration of the site to
pre-project conditions. With implementation of the site reclamation plan, this impact is considered
less than significant.
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Residual

The VEGA SES 5 Project would temporarily convert Farmland of Local Importance to non-
agricultural uses. However, as a condition of project approval (CUP condition), the project applicant
or its successor in interest will be responsible for implementing a reclamation plan when the project
is decommissioned at the end of its lifespan. The reclamation plan includes the removal, recycling,
and/or disposal of all solar arrays, inverters, transformers, and other structures on the project site, as
well as restoration of the site to pre-project conditions. This shall be made a condition of approval
and included in the CUP. Implementation of the reclamation plan would reduce the impact
associated with the temporary conversion of Farmland of Local Importance to non-agricultural uses
to a level less than significant. Based on these circumstances, the VEGA SES 5 Project would not
result in any residual significant and unmitigable impacts to agricultural resources.
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3.4  Air Quality

This section includes an overview of the existing air quality within the project area and identifies
applicable local, state, and federal policies related to air quality. The impact assessment provides an
evaluation of potential adverse effects on air quality based on criteria derived from the CEQA
Guidelines and Imperial County Air Pollution Control District's (ICAPCD) Air Quality Handbook in
conjunction with actions proposed in Chapter 2, Project Description, of this EIR. ECORP Consulting,
Inc. prepared an Air Quality and Greenhouse Gas Assessment that evaluates the potential air quality
and climate change impacts of the VEGA SES 2, 3 & 5 Solar Energy Projects. This report is included
in Appendix D of this EIR.

3.4.1 Existing Conditions

Regional Setting

The project area is located in Imperial County within the Salton Sea Air Basin (SSAB). The SSAB
consists of all of Imperial County and a portion of Riverside County. Both the ICAPCD and South
Coast Air Quality Management District (SCAQMD) have jurisdiction within the SSAB. The ICAPCD
has full jurisdiction within all Imperial County and SCAQMD only has jurisdiction within Riverside
County. As an arid desert region, the SSAB’s climate is largely governed by the large-scale sinking
and warming of air within the semi-permanent subtropical high-pressure center over the Pacific Ocean.
When the fringes of mid-latitude storms pass through the Imperial Valley in winter, the coastal
mountains create a strong “rain shadow” effect that makes Imperial Valley the second driest location
in the U.S.

The lack of clouds and atmospheric moisture creates strong diurnal and seasonal temperature
variations ranging from an average summer maximum of 108 degrees (°) Fahrenheit down to a winter
morning minimum of 38° Fahrenheit. The most pleasant weather occurs from about mid-October to
early May when daily highs are in the 70s and 80s with very infrequent cloudiness or rainfall. Imperial
County experiences significant rainfall an average of only 4 times per year. The local area usually has
three days of rain in winter and one thunderstorm day in August. The annual rainfall in this region is
less than three inches per year (Appendix D of this EIR).

Temperature inversions and light nighttime winds trap any local air pollution emissions near the
ground. As a result, the area is subject to frequent hazy conditions at sunrise, followed by rapid daytime
dissipation as winds pick up and the temperature warms. During periods of strong solar heating and
intense convection, turbulent motion creates good mixing and low levels of air pollution. The SSAB
experiences surface inversions almost every day of the year. These inversions often last for long
periods of time, which allows for air stagnation and buildup of pollutants, including ozone (Os).

Winds in the area are driven by a complex pattern of local, regional, and global forces, but primarily
reflect the temperature difference between the cool ocean to the west and the heated interior of the
entire desert southwest. For much of the year, winds flow predominantly from the west to the east. In
summer, intense solar heating in the Imperial Valley creates a more localized wind pattern, as air
comes up from the southeast via the Gulf of California.

Imperial County is predominately agricultural land, which is a factor in the cumulative air quality of the
SSAB. Agricultural production generates dust and small particulate matter through the use of
agricultural equipment on unpaved roads, land preparation, and harvest practices. Imperial County
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experiences unhealthful air quality from photochemical smog and from dust because of extensive
surface disturbance and the very arid climate (Appendix D of this EIR).

Major Air Pollutants

Criteria Pollutants

Criteria air pollutants are defined as those pollutants for which the federal and state governments have
established air quality standards for outdoor or ambient concentrations to protect public health with a
determined margin of safety. Ozone, coarse particulate matter (PMio), and fine particulate matter
(PM25) are generally considered to be regional pollutants because they or their precursors affect air
guality on a regional scale. Pollutants such as carbon monoxide (CO), nitrogen dioxide (NOz), and
sulfur dioxide (SO_) are considered to be local pollutants because they tend to accumulate in the air
locally. PM is also considered a local pollutant. Health effects commonly associated with criteria
pollutants are summarized in Table 3.4-1.

Table 3.4-1. Criteria Air Pollutants- Summary of Common Sources and Effects

Pollutant Major Manmade Sources Human Health and Welfare Effects

CO An odorless, colorless gas formed when Reduces the ability of blood to deliver oxygen
carbon in fuel is not burned completely; a to vital tissues, effecting the cardiovascular
component of motor vehicle exhaust. and nervous system. Impairs vision, causes

dizziness, and can lead to unconsciousness
or death.

NO:2 A reddish-brown gas formed during fuel Respiratory irritant; aggravates lung and
combustion for motor vehicles, energy heart problems. Precursor to ozone and acid
utilities and industrial sources. rain. Causes brown discoloration of the

atmosphere.

O3 Formed by a chemical reaction between Irritates and causes inflammation of the

reactive organic gases (ROGs) and nitrous
oxides (N20) in the presence of sunlight.
Common sources of these precursor
pollutants include motor vehicle exhaust,
industrial emissions, solvents, paints and
landfills.

mucous membranes and lung airways;
causes wheezing, coughing and pain when
inhaling deeply; decreases lung capacity;
aggravates lung and heart problems.
Damages plants; reduces crop yield.

PM1o and PM2s

Power plants, steel mills, chemical plants,
unpaved roads and parking lots, wood-
burning stoves and fireplaces, automobiles
and others.

Increased respiratory symptoms, such as
irritation of the airways, coughing, or difficulty
breathing; aggravated asthma; development
of chronic bronchitis; irregular heartbeat;
nonfatal heart attacks; and premature death
in people with heart or lung disease. Impairs
visibility (haze)

SO2

A colorless, nonflammable gas formed when
fuel containing sulfur is burned. Examples
are refineries, cement manufacturing, and
locomotives.

Respiratory irritant. Aggravates lung and
heart problems. Can damage crops and
natural vegetation. Impairs visibility.

Source: Appendix D of this EIR

Toxic Air Contaminants

Toxic air contaminants (TAC) are substances that have the potential to be emitted into the ambient air
and that have been determined to present some level of acute or chronic health risk (cancer or non-
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cancer) to the general public. These pollutants may be emitted in trace amounts from various types of
sources, including combustion sources. There are almost 200 compounds that have been designated
as TACs in California. The 10 TACs posing the greatest known health risk in California, based primarily
on ambient air quality data, are acetaldehyde, benzene, 1,3-butadiene, carbon tetrachloride,
hexavalent chromium, formaldehyde, methylene chloride, para-dichlorobenzene, perchloroethylene,
and diesel particulate matter (DPM).

Most recently, CARB identified DPM as a TAC. DPM differs from other TACs in that it is not a single
substance but rather a complex mixture of hundreds of substances. Diesel exhaust is a complex
mixture of particles and gases produced when an engine burns diesel fuel. DPM is a concern because
it causes lung cancer; many compounds found in diesel exhaust are carcinogenic. DPM includes the
particle-phase constituents in diesel exhaust. The chemical composition and particle sizes of DPM
vary between different engine types (heavy-duty, light-duty), engine operating conditions (idle,
accelerate, decelerate), fuel formulations (high/low sulfur fuel), and the year of the engine (U.S. EPA
2002). Some short-term (acute) effects of diesel exhaust include eye, nose, throat, and lung irritation,
and diesel exhaust can cause coughs, headaches, light-headedness, and nausea. DPM poses the
greatest health risk among the TACs; due to their extremely small size, these particles can be inhaled
and eventually trapped in the bronchial and alveolar regions of the lung (Appendix D of this EIR).

Total organic gases (TOG) emissions are compounds of carbon, excluding carbon monoxide, carbon
dioxide, carbonic acid, metallic carbides or carbonates, and ammonium carbonate. Specifically, TOG
emissions include all organic gas compounds emitted to the atmosphere, including the low reactivity
compounds (methane, ethane, various chlorinated fluorocarbons, acetone, perchloroethylene, volatile
methyl siloxanes, etc.). TOG emissions also include low volatility or "low vapor pressure" organic
compounds (e.g., some petroleum distillate mixtures). TOG includes all organic compounds that can
become airborne (through evaporation, sublimation, as aerosols, etc.), excluding carbon monoxide,
carbon dioxide, carbonic acid, metallic carbides or carbonates, and ammonium carbonate. Various
subsets of TOG cause headaches, dizziness, upper respiratory tract irritation, nausea, and cancer.
Vehicular traffic traveling on area roadways, such as SR 98, are sources of TOG (Appendix D of this
EIR).

Attainment Status

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and California Air Resources Board (CARB)
designate air basins or portions of air basins and counties as being in “attainment” or “nonattainment”
for each of the criteria pollutants. Areas that do not meet the standards are classified as nonattainment
areas. The National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) (other than O3z, PM1p and PM2 5 and those
based on annual averages or arithmetic mean) are not to be exceeded more than once per year. The
NAAQS for O3z, PM1o, and PMz s are based on statistical calculations over one- to three-year periods,
depending on the pollutant. The California Ambient Air Quality Standards (CAAQS) are not to be
exceeded during a three-year period.

The attainment status for the portion of the SSAB encompassing the project area is shown in
Table 3.4-2. As shown in Table 3.4-2, the Imperial County portion of the SSAB is currently designated
as nonattainment for Oz and PMjo under State standards. Under federal standards, the Imperial
County portion of the SSAB is in nonattainment for Oz, PM1o, and PM.s. The area is currently in
attainment or unclassified status for CO, NO,, and SO..
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Table 3.4-2. Attainment Status of Criteria Pollutants in the Imperial County Portion of
the Salton Sea Air Basin

Pollutant State Designation Federal Designation
Os Nonattainment Nonattainment
PMao Nonattainment Nonattainment
PM2.s Attainment Nonattainment
(60) Attainment Unclassified/Attainment
NO2 Attainment Unclassified/Attainment
SO2 Attainment Unclassified/Attainment

Source: Appendix D of this EIR

Local Ambient Air Quality

Ambient air quality within the project area can be inferred from ambient air quality measurements
conducted at nearby air quality monitoring stations. CARB maintains more than 60 monitoring stations
throughout California. Ozone, PMio and PMz 5 are the pollutants most potently affecting the project
region. As described above, the project region is designated as a nonattainment area for the federal
O3, PM25 and PMyo standards and is also a nonattainment area for the State standards for Oz and
PMso. The Niland-English Road air quality monitoring station (7711 English Road, Niland), located
approximately 7.27 miles west of the project area, monitors ambient concentrations of Oz and PMao.
The Brawley-Main Street #2 air quality monitoring station (220 Main Street, Brawley), located
approximately 17.8 miles southwest of the project area, monitors ambient concentrations of PMas.
Ambient emission concentrations will vary due to localized variations in emission sources and climate
and should be considered “generally” representative of ambient concentrations in the project area.

Table 3.4-3 summarizes the published data concerning Oz, PM2s and PM3io from the Niland-English
Road and Brawley-Main Street #2 monitoring stations for monitoring years 2019-2021. As shown in
Table 3.4-3, O3z, PM1o and PMy s are the pollutants most potently affecting the project region.

Table 3.4-3. Summary of Local Ambient Air Quality Data
Pollutant Standards 2019 2020 2021
Os — Niland-English Road

(state/federal)

Max 1-hour concentration (ppm) 0.060 0.054 0.065
Max 8-hour concentration (ppm) (state/federal) 0.055/0.054 0.046 / 0.045 0.055/0.055
Number of days above 1-hour standard 0/0 0/0 0/0
(state/federal)

Number of days above 8-hour standard 0/0 0/0 0/0
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Table 3.4-3. Summary of Local Ambient Air Quality Data
Pollutant Standards 2019 2020 2021

PM1o — Niland-English Road

Max 24-hour concentration (ug/m?) (state/federal) 156.3/155.7 241.3/239.8 218.2/211.2
Number of days above 24-hour standard 49.3/1.0 68.9/1.0 86.0/4.0
(state/federal)

PM2s — Brawley-Main Street

Max 24-hour concentration (ug/m?3) (state/federal) 28.9/28.9 23.7123.7 2441244

Number of days above federal 24-hour standard 0 0 *

Source: Appendix D of this EIR

Notes:

©g/m® = micrograms per cubic meter; ppm = parts per million
* = |nsufficient data available

Sensitive Receptors

High concentrations of air pollutants pose health hazards for the general population, but particularly
for the young, the elderly, and the sick. Typical health problems attributed to smog include respiratory
ailments, eye and throat irritations, headaches, coughing, and chest discomfort. Certain land uses are
considered to be more sensitive to the effects of air pollution. Schools, hospitals, residences, and other
facilities where people congregate, especially children, the elderly and infirm, are considered
particularly sensitive to air pollutants.

The nearest existing sensitive land use to the project area is a single-family residence located
approximately 523 feet from the southwestern corner of the VEGA SES 5 project site (APN 025-260-
022).

3.4.2 Regulatory Setting

This section identifies and summarizes federal, state, and local laws, policies, and regulations that are
applicable to the projects.

Federal

Clean Air Act

The Federal Clean Air Act (CAA), passed in 1970 and last amended in 1990, is the primary federal
law that governs air quality. The Federal CAA delegates primary responsibility for clean air to the U.S.
EPA. The U.S. EPA develops rules and regulations to preserve and improve air quality and delegates
specific responsibilities to state and local agencies. Under the act, the U.S. EPA has established the
NAAQS for six criteria air pollutants that are pervasive in urban environments and for which state and
national health-based ambient air quality standards have been established. Ozone, CO, NOz2z, SOz,
Pb, and PM (Including both PM1o, and PMz2.5) are the six criteria air pollutants. Ozone is a secondary
pollutant, nitrogen oxides (NOy) and volatile organic compounds (VOCSs) are of particular interest as
they are precursors to ozone formation. In addition, national standards exist for Pb. The NAAQS
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standards are set at levels that protect public health with a margin of safety and are subject to periodic
review and revision.

The Federal CAA requires U.S EPA to designate areas as attainment, nonattainment, or maintenance
(previously nonattainment and currently attainment) for each criteria pollutant based on whether the
NAAQS have been achieved. The federal standards are summarized in Table 3.4-4.

State

California Clean Air Act

The California Clean Air Act (CCAA) was adopted by CARB in 1988. The CCAA is responsible for
meeting the state requirements of the Federal CAA and for establishing the CAAQS. CARB oversees
the functions of local air pollution control districts and air quality management districts, which, in turn,
administer air quality activities at the regional and county levels. The CCAA, as amended in 1992,
requires all air districts of the state to achieve and maintain the CAAQS by the earliest practical date.

The CCAA requires CARB to designate areas within California as either attainment or nonattainment
for each criteria pollutant based on whether the CAAQS have been achieved. Under the CCAA, areas
are designated as nonattainment for a pollutant if air quality data shows that a state standard for the
pollutant was violated at least once during the previous 3 calendar years. As shown in Table 3.4-4,
the CAAQS are generally more stringent than the corresponding federal standards and incorporate
additional standards for sulfates, hydrogen sulfide, vinyl chloride, and visibility-reducing particles.
Exceedances that are affected by highly irregular or infrequent events are not considered violations of
a state standard and are not used as a basis for designating areas as nonattainment.

California State Implementation Plan

The CAA mandates that the state submit and implement a State Implementation Plan (SIP) for areas
not meeting the NAAQS. These plans must include pollution control measures that demonstrate how
the standards will be met. State law makes CARB the lead agency for all purposes related to the SIP.
Local air districts and other agencies prepare SIP elements and submit them to CARB for review and
approval. CARB then forwards SIP revisions to the U.S. EPA for approval and publication in the
Federal Register. The Code of Federal Regulations Title 40, Chapter |, Part 52, Subpart F, Section
52.220 lists all of the items which are included in the California SIP.

Table 3.4-4. Ambient Air Quality Standards

Air Pollutant Averaging Time California Standard National Standard
O3 1-hour 0.09 ppm -
8-hour 0.070 ppm 0.070 ppm
PMio 24-hour Mean 50 pg/m?® 150 pg/m3
20 pg/m? --
PM2s 24-hour Mean - 35 pg/m?
12 pug/md 12.0 ug/m?
Cco 1-hour 8-hour 20 ppm 35 ppm
9.0 ppm 9 ppm

3.4-6 | December 2022 Imperial County



3.4 Air Quality I_)?
Draft EIR | VEGA SES 2, 3 & 5 Solar Energy Project

Table 3.4-4. Ambient Air Quality Standards

Air Pollutant Averaging Time California Standard National Standard

NO:2 1-hour Mean 0.18 ppm 100 ppb

0.030 ppm 0.053 ppm
SOz 1-hour 24-hour 0.25 ppm 75 ppb

0.04 ppm --
Pb 30-day Rolling 3-month 1.5 pg/m3 -

0.15 pg/m3

Sulfates 24-hour 25 pg/m? No federal standard
Hydrogen sulfide 1-hour 0.03 ppm
Vinyl chloride 24-hour 0.01 ppm
Visibility-reducing 8-hour Extinction coefficient of
particles 0.23 per kilometer,

visibility of 10 miles or

more

because of particles when

relative humidity is less

than 70 percent

Source: CARB 2016
Notes:

CO - carbon monoxide; mean — annual arithmetic mean; NO; — nitrogen dioxide; O; — ozone; Pb — lead; PM, s — particulate
matter less than 2.5 microns in diameter; PMy - particulate matter less than 10 microns in diameter; ppb — parts per billion;
ppm - parts per million; SO, — sulfur dioxide; pug/m® — micrograms per cubic meter

Toxic Air Contaminants Regulation

TAC sources include industrial processes, dry cleaners, gasoline stations, paint and solvent
operations, and fossil fuel combustion sources. The TACs that are relevant to the implementation of
the projects include DPM and airborne asbestos.

In August 1998, ARB identified DPM emissions from diesel-fueled engines as a TAC. In September
2000, ARB approved a comprehensive diesel risk reduction plan to reduce emissions from both new
and existing diesel fueled engines and vehicles. The goal of the plan is to reduce diesel PM1 (inhalable
particulate matter) emissions and the associated health risk by 75 percent in 2010 and by 85 percent
by 2020. The plan identified 14 measures that target new and existing on-road vehicles (e.g., heavy
duty trucks and buses, etc.), off-road equipment (e.g., graders, tractors, forklifts, sweepers, and boats),
portable equipment (e.g., pumps, etc.), and stationary engines (e.g., stand-by power generators, etc.).

Tanner Air Toxics Act & Air Toxics “Hot Spots” Information and Assessment Act

CARB’s Statewide comprehensive air toxics program was established in 1983 with Assembly Bill (AB)
1807, the Toxic Air Contaminant Identification and Control Act (Tanner Air Toxics Act of 1983). AB
1807 created California's program to reduce exposure to air toxics and sets forth a formal procedure
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for CARB to designate substances as TACs. Once a TAC is identified, CARB adopts an airborne toxics
control measure (ATCM) for sources that emit designated TACs. If there is a safe threshold for a
substance at which there is no toxic effect, the control measure must reduce exposure to below that
threshold. If there is no safe threshold, the measure must incorporate toxics best available control
technology to minimize emissions.

CARB also administers the state’s mobile source emissions control program and oversees air quality
programs established by state statute, such as AB 2588, the Air Toxics “Hot Spots” Information and
Assessment Act of 1987. Under AB 2588, TAC emissions from individual facilities are quantified and
prioritized by the air quality management district or air pollution control district. High priority facilities
are required to perform a health risk assessment (HRA) and, if specific thresholds are exceeded,
required to communicate the results to the public in the form of notices and public meetings. In
September 1992, the "Hot Spots” Act was amended by Senate Bill (SB) 1731, which required facilities
that pose a significant health risk to the community to reduce their risk through a risk management
plan.

Regional

Imperial County Air Pollution Control District

The ICAPCD is the agency responsible for monitoring air quality, as well as planning, implementing,
and enforcing programs designed to attain and maintain state and federal ambient air quality standards
in the district. ICAPCD is responsible for regulating stationary sources of air emissions in Imperial
County. Stationary sources that have the potential to emit air pollutants into the ambient air are subject
to the Rules and Regulations adopted by ICAPCD. ICAPCD is responsible for establishing stationary
source permitting requirements and for ensuring that new, modified, or relocated stationary sources
do not create net emission increases. Monitoring of ambient air quality in Imperial County began in
1976. Since that time, monitoring has been performed by ICAPCD, CARB, and by private industry.
There are six monitoring sites in Imperial County from Niland to Calexico. The ICAPCD has developed
the following plans to achieve attainment for air quality ambient standards.

e 2009 Imperial County Plan for PM1o

e 2013 Imperial County Plan for 2006 24-hour PM; s for Moderate Nonattainment Area

e 2017 Imperial County Plan for 2008 8-hour Ozone Standard

e 2018 Imperial County Plan for PMig

e 2018 Redesignation Request and Maintenance Plan for PMsg

e 2018 Imperial County Plan for PM2s
In addition to the above plans, the ICAPCD is working cooperatively with counterparts from Mexico to
implement emissions reductions strategies and projects for air quality improvements at the border.
The two countries strive to achieve these goals through local input from states, county governments,
and citizens. Within the Mexicali and Imperial Valley area, the Air Quality Task Force has been
organized to address those issues unique to the border region known as the Mexicali/Imperial air shed.
The Air Quality Task Force membership includes representatives from federal, State, and local

governments from both sides of the border, as well as representatives from academia, environmental
organizations, and the general public. This group was created to promote regional efforts to improve
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the air quality monitoring network, emissions inventories, and air pollution transport modeling
development, as well as the creation of programs and strategies to improve air quality.

Imperial County Air Pollution Control District Rules and Regulations

ICAPCD has the authority to adopt and enforce regulations dealing with controls for specific types of
sources, emissions or hazardous air pollutants, and New Source Review. The ICAPCD Rules and
Regulations are part of the SIP and are separately enforceable by the EPA.

Rule 106 — Abatement. The Board may, after notice and a hearing, issue, or provide for the
issuance by the Hearing Board, of an order for abatement whenever the District finds that any
person is in violation of the rules and regulations limiting the discharge of air contaminants into the
atmosphere.

Rule 107 — Land Use. The purpose of this rule is to provide ICAPCD the duty to review and advise
the appropriate planning authorities within the District on all new construction or changes in land
use which the Air Pollution Control Officer believes could become a source of air pollution problems.

Rule 201 - Permits Required. The construction, installation, modification, replacement, and
operation of any equipment which may emit or control Air Contaminants require ICAPCD permits.

Rule 207 — New and Modified Stationary Source Review. Establishes preconstruction review
requirements for new and modified stationary sources to ensure the operations of equipment does not
interfere with attainment or maintenance of ambient air quality standards.

Rule 208 — Permit to Operate. The ICAPCD would inspect and evaluate the facility to ensure the
facility has been constructed or installed and will operate to comply with the provisions of the Authority
to Construct permit and comply with all applicable laws, rules, standards, and guidelines.

Rule 310 — Operational Development Fee. The purpose of this rule is to provide ICAPCD with a
sound method for mitigating the emissions produced from the operation of new commercial and
residential development projects throughout the County of Imperial and incorporated cities. All
project proponents have the option to either provide off-site mitigation, pay the operational
development fee, or do a combination of both. This rule will assist ICAPCD in attaining the state
and federal ambient air quality standards for PMio and Os.

Rule 401 - Opacity of Emissions. Sets limits for release or discharge of emissions into the
atmosphere, other than uncombined water vapor, that are dark or darker in shade as designated
as No.1 on the Ringelmann Chart! or obscure an observer’'s view to a degree equal to or greater
than smoke does as compared to No.1 on the Ringelmann Chart, for a period or aggregated period
of more than three minutes in any hour.

Rule 403 — General Limitations on the Discharge of Air Contaminants. Rule 403 sets forth
limitations on emissions of pollutants, including particulate matter, from individual sources.

Rule 407 — Nuisance. Rule 407 prohibits a person from discharging from any source whatsoever such
quantities of air contaminants or other material which cause injury, detriment, nuisance or annoyance
to any considerable number of persons or to the public, or which endanger the comfort, repose, health
or safety of any such persons or the public, or which cause, or have a natural tendency to cause, injury
or damage to business or property.

1 The Ringelmann scale is a scale for measuring the apparent density or opacity of smoke.

Imperial County December 2022 | 3.4-9



3.4 Air Quality
Draft EIR | VEGA SES 2, 3 & 5 Solar Energy Project

Rule 801 — Construction and Earthmoving Activities. Rule 801 aims to reduce the amount of PMio
entrained in the ambient air as a result of emissions generated from construction and other
earthmoving activities by requiring actions to prevent, reduce, or mitigate PM1g emissions. This rule
applies to any construction and other earthmoving activities, including, but not limited to, land clearing,
excavation related to construction, land leveling, grading, cut and fill grading, erection or demolition of
any structure, cutting and filling, trenching, loading or unloading of bulk materials, demolishing, drilling,
adding to or removing bulk of materials from open storage piles, weed abatement through disking,
back filling, travel on-site and travel on access roads to and from the site.

Regulation VIII — Fugitive Dust Rules. Regulation VIl sets forth rules regarding the control of
fugitive dust, including fugitive dust from construction activities. The regulation requires
implementation of fugitive dust control measures to reduce emissions from earthmoving, unpaved
roads, handling of bulk materials, and control of track-out/carry-out dust from active construction
sites. Best Available Control Measures to reduce fugitive dust during construction and earthmoving
activities include but are not limited to:

e Phasing of work in order to minimize disturbed surface area
e Application of water or chemical stabilizers to disturbed soils
e Construction and maintenance of wind barriers

e Use of a track-out control device or wash down system at access points to paved roads.

Compliance with Regulation VIII is mandatory for all construction sites, regardless of size; however,
compliance with Regulation VIII does not constitute mitigation under the reductions attributed to
environmental impacts. In addition, compliance for a project includes: (1) the development of a dust
control plan for the construction and operational phase; and (2) notification to the Air District is required
10 days prior to the commencement of any construction activity. Furthermore, any use of engine(s)
and/or generator(s) of 50 horsepower or greater may require a permit through ICAPCD.

Southern California Association of Governments — 2020-2045 Regional Transportation
Plan/Sustainable Communities Strategy

The Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG) is the designated metropolitan
planning organization for Los Angeles, Ventura, Orange, San Bernardino, Riverside, and Imperial
Counties. CEQA requires that regional agencies like SCAG review projects and plans throughout
its jurisdiction. SCAG, as the region’s “Clearinghouse,” collects information on projects of varying
size and scope to provide a central point to monitor regional activity. SCAG has the responsibility
of reviewing dozens of projects, plans, and programs every month. Projects and plans that are
regionally significant must demonstrate to SCAG their consistency with a range of adopted regional
plans and policies.

On September 3, 2020, SCAG adopted the 2020-2045 Regional Transportation Plan/Sustainable
Communities Strategy (RTP/SCS) (SCAG 2020). The RTP/SCS or “Connect SoCal” includes a
strong commitment to reduce emissions from transportation sources to comply with Senate Bill 375,
improve public health, and meet the NAAQS as set forth by the federal CAA. The following SCAG
goal is applicable to the VEGA SES 2, 3 & 5 projects:

e Reduce greenhouse gas emissions and improve air quality
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As a solar generation facility, the proposed projects would improve air quality by reducing the use of
fossil fuels in energy production. With mitigation, construction of the proposed projects would not
exceed any ICAPCD thresholds or result in significant impacts to air quality. Additionally, all
construction projects within Imperial County must comply with the requirements of ICAPCD Regulation
VIII for the control of fugitive dust. PM1o emissions associated with construction of the projects would
be reduced through compliance with ICAPCD Regulation VIII. Operation of the proposed projects
would not exceed any ICAPCD thresholds or result in significant impacts to air quality. Therefore, the
proposed projects would be consistent with this SCAG goal.

Imperial County General Plan

The Imperial County General Plan serves as the overall guiding policy for the County. The
Conservation and Open Space Element includes objectives for helping the County achieve the goal
of improving and maintaining the quality of air in the region. Table 3.4-5 summarizes the projects’
consistency with the applicable air quality goal and objectives from the Conservation and Open Space
Element. While this EIR analyzes the projects’ consistency with the General Plan pursuant to State
CEQA Guidelines Section 15125(d), the Imperial County Board of Supervisors ultimately determines
consistency with the General Plan.

Table 3.4-5. Project Consistency with Applicable Plan Policies

Consistency

Applicable Policies Determination Analysis

Conservation and Open Space Element

Protection of Air Quality and Addressing Consistent The proposed projects would be required to
Climate Change Goal 7: The County shall comply with all applicable ICAPCD rules and
actively seek to improve the quality of air requirements during construction and operation
in the region. to reduce air emissions. Overall, the proposed

projects would not significantly impact air quality
and would reduce GHG emissions by reducing
the amount of emissions that would be
generated in association with electricity
production from fossil fuel burning facilities.
Therefore, the proposed projects are consistent

with this goal.
Objective 7.1: Ensure that all project and Consistent The proposed projects would comply with current
facilities comply with current Federal, federal and State requirements for attainment for
State and local requirements for air quality objectives through conformance with
attainment of air quality objectives. all applicable ICAPCD rules and requirements to

reduce fugitive dust and emissions. Further, the
projects would comply with the ICAPCD Air
Quality CEQA Handbook’s Mandatory Standard,
Discretionary and Enhanced Air Quality
Measures (Mitigation Measure AQ-1). Therefore,
the proposed projects are consistent with this
objective.
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Table 3.4-5. Project Consistency with Applicable Plan Policies

Consistency

Applicable Policies Determination Analysis

Objective 7.2: Develop management Consistent The Applicant would cooperate with all federal
strategies to mitigate fugitive dust. and State agencies in the effort to attain air
Cooperate with all federal and state quality objectives through compliance with the
agencies in the effort to attain air quality ICAPCD Air Quality CEQA Handbook’s
objectives. Mandatory Standard, Discretionary and

Enhanced Air Quality Measures (Mitigation
Measure AQ-1). Therefore, the proposed
projects are consistent with this objective.

Source: County of Imperial 2016

3.4.3 Impacts and Mitigation Measures

This section presents the significance criteria used for considering project impacts related to air quality,
the methodology employed for the evaluation, an impact evaluation, and mitigation requirements, if
necessary.

Thresholds of Significance

Based on CEQA Guidelines Appendix G, project impacts related to air quality are considered
significant if any of the following occur:

e Conflict with or obstruct implementation of the applicable air quality plan

e Resultin a cumulatively considerable net increase of any criteria pollutant for which the project
region is non-attainment under an applicable federal or state ambient air quality standard
(including releasing emissions which exceed quantitative thresholds for Oz precursors)

e Expose sensitive receptors to substantial pollutant concentrations

e Result in other emissions (such as those leading to odors) adversely affecting a substantial
number of people

Imperial County Air Pollution Control District

ICAPCD amended the Air Quality Handbook: Guidelines for the Implementation of CEQA on
December 12, 2017 (ICAPCD 2017b). ICAPCD established significance thresholds based on the state
CEQA thresholds. The handbook was used to determine the proper level of analysis for the project.

Significance thresholds for evaluation of construction and operational air quality impacts are listed in
Table 3.4-6.

Projects that are predicted to exceed Tier | thresholds require implementation of applicable ICAPCD
standard mitigation measures to be considered less than significant. Projects exceeding Tier I
thresholds are required to implement applicable ICAPCD standard mitigation measures, as well as
applicable discretionary mitigation measures. Projects that exceed the Tier Il thresholds after
implementation of standard and discretionary mitigation measures would be considered to have a
potentially significant impact to human health and welfare.

By its very nature, air pollution is largely a cumulative impact. No single project is sufficient in size, by
itself, to result in nonattainment of ambient air quality standards. Instead, a project’s individual
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emissions contribute to existing cumulatively significant adverse air quality impacts. If a project’s
individual emissions exceed its identified significance thresholds, the project would be cumulatively
considerable. Projects that do not exceed significance thresholds would not be considered cumulative
considerable.

Table 3.4-6. Imperial County Air Pollution Control District Significance Thresholds —
Pounds per Day

Construction Activities Tier 2 Thresholds
Average Daily Emissions (Ibs/day)

Criteria Pollutant and Average Daily Emissions -—
Precursors (Ibs/day) Tier | Threshold Tier Il Threshold

ROG 75 <137 >137

NOx 100 <137 >137

PM1o 150 <150 >150

PMzs N/A <550 >550

CO 550 <550 >550

SOz N/A <150 >150

Source: ICAPCD 2017b
Notes:

CO - carbon monoxide; NOy — nitrogen oxide; Oz — ozone; Pb — lead; PM; s — particulate matter less than 2.5 microns in
diameter; PMy, - particulate matter less than 10 microns in diameter; ROG - reactive organic gas; SOx — sulfur oxide

Methodology

Air quality impacts were assessed in accordance with methodologies recommended by the ICAPCD.
Where criteria air pollutant quantification was required, emissions were modeled using the California
Emissions Estimator Model (CalEEMod), version 2020.4.0.2 Project construction-generated air
pollutant emissions were calculated using CalEEMod model defaults for Imperial County as well as
timing and equipment identified by the project proponent. For instance, construction is estimated to
take 12-18 months. According to the Traffic Impact Study prepared for the projects (Appendix K1 and
K2 of this EIR), the number of on—site construction workers for the VEGA SES 2 and 3 solar facility is
not expected to exceed 150 workers at any one time. The number of on-site construction workers for
the VEGA SES 2 and 3 battery storage facility and substations is not expected to exceed 100 workers
at any one time. The number of on—site construction workers for the VEGA SES 5 solar facility is not
expected to exceed 75 workers at any one time. The number of on-site construction workers for the
VEGA SES 5 battery storage facility and substation is not expected to exceed 50 workers at any one
time (Appendix D of this EIR).

Construction workers would access the project area from McDonald Road, a paved road off SR 111.
The VEGA SES 5 project site is located at the eastern end of McDonald Road. As such, vehicle travel
to the VEGA SES 5 project site would not occur on any unpaved roads. Access to the VEGA SES 2

2 CalEEMod is a statewide land use emissions computer model designed to quantify potential criteria
pollutant emissions associated with both construction and operations from a variety of land use projects.
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and 3 project sites would require an additional 1.65 miles of travel on Wiest Road and Flowing Wells
Road, both of which are unpaved.

Operational air pollutant emissions account for a conservative estimate of two worker trips per day.
Such visits include inspections, equipment servicing, site and landscape clearing, and periodic
washing of the PV modules if needed to maintain power generation efficiency.

Impact Analysis

Impact 3.4-1 Would the project conflict with or obstruct implementation of the applicable
air quality plan?

The air quality attainment plan (AQAP) for the SSAB, through the implementation of the AQMP
(previously AQAP) and SIP for PMio, sets forth a comprehensive program that will lead the SSAB into
compliance with all federal and state air quality standards. The AQMP control measures and related
emission reduction estimates are based upon emissions projections for a future development scenario
derived from land use, population, and employment characteristics defined in consultation with local
governments. Conformance with the AQMP for development projects is determined by demonstrating
compliance with local land use plans and/or population projections, meeting the land use designation
set forth in the local General Plan, and comparing assumed emissions in the AQMP to proposed
emissions.

The projects must demonstrate compliance with all ICAPCD applicable rules and regulations, as well
as local land use plans and population projections. As the projects do not contain a residential
component, the projects would not result in an increase in the regional population. While the projects
would contribute to energy supply, which is one factor of population growth, the proposed projects are
solar energy projects and would not significantly increase employment or growth within the region.
Moreover, development of the proposed projects would increase the amount of renewable energy and
help California meet its Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS).

As shown in Table 3.4-5, the projects are consistent with the applicable air quality goal and objectives
from the Conservation and Open Space Element of the General Plan. The proposed projects would
be required to comply with all applicable ICAPCD rules and requirements during construction and
operation to reduce air emissions. Overall, the proposed projects would improve air quality by reducing
the amount of emissions that would be generated in association with electricity production from fossil
fuel burning facilities.

Furthermore, the thresholds of significance adopted by the air district (ICAPCD), determine
compliance with the goals of the attainment plans in the region. As such, emissions below the ICAPCD
thresholds presented in Table 3.4-6 would not conflict with or obstruct implementation of the applicable
air quality plans. The following analysis is broken out by a discussion of potential impacts during
construction of the projects followed by a discussion of potential impacts during operation of the
projects.

Construction Emissions

Air emissions are generated during construction through activities. Two basic sources of short-term
emissions will be generated through project construction: operation of heavy-duty equipment (i.e.,
excavators, loaders, haul trucks) and the creation of fugitive dust during clearing and grading, and
committing on any exposed surfaces. Construction activities such as excavation and grading
operations, construction vehicle traffic, and wind blowing over exposed soils would generate exhaust
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emissions and fugitive PM emissions that affect local air quality at various times during construction.
Construction emissions vary from day-to-day depending on the number of workers, number, and types
of active heavy-duty vehicles and equipment, level of activity, the prevailing meteorological conditions,
and the length over which these activities occur.

The construction of each individual project is anticipated to take approximately 12 to 18 months from
the commencement of the construction process to complete. Construction is anticipated to begin in
2023. Construction activities would primarily involve demolition and grubbing, grading of the project
sites to establish access roads and pads for electrical equipment, trenching for underground electrical
collection lines, and the installation of solar equipment and security fencing. The construction
emissions were calculated using the CARB-approved CalEEMod computer program, which is
designed to model emissions for land use development projects, based on typical construction
requirements.

The total unmitigated emissions generated within each year of project construction are shown in
Table 3.4-7.

Table 3.4-7. Unmitigated Project Construction-Generated Emissions

Pollutant (pounds per day)

Construction Year ({0 SOz

Construction of VEGA SES 2 5.46 35.12 50.94 0.08 1,210.25 122.54
and 3 (2023)

Construction of VEGA SES 5 3.96 32.64 41.48 0.07 11.51 5.14
(2024)

ICAPCD Significance 75 100 550 — 150 —

Threshold

Exceed ICAPCD No No No No Yes No

Significance Threshold?

Source: Appendix D of this EIR.
Notes:
Pounds per day taken from the season (summer or winter) with the highest output.

VEGA SES 2 AND 3

As shown in Table 3.4-7, the VEGA SES 2 and 3 projects’ daily construction emissions would not
exceed the ICAPCD thresholds for ROG, NOx, CO, SOz, and PMzs. However, emissions of PM1o
would exceed the ICAPCD significance threshold on the peak day(s). The predominant source of the
projects’ PMio emissions is workers commuting to and from the project sites on unpaved roads.
Commute vehicles traveling over the exposed soils of unpaved roads generates substantial amounts
of fugitive PMio emissions. The access route on McDonald Road leading to the VEGA SES 2 and 3
project sites are paved; however, there are approximately 1.65 miles of unpaved roadway that would
be used by commuting workers and vendors, specifically Wiest Road and Flowing Wells Road.

Pursuant to ICAPCD, all construction sites, regardless of size, must comply with the requirements
contained within Regulation VIII — Fugitive Dust Control Measures. The project must comply with the
requirements of ICAPCD Regulation VIII for the control of fugitive dust. Regulation VIII requires all
unpaved roadways, on- and off-site, to be conditioned and maintained with soil stabilizers to reduce
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dust opacity to no more than 20 percent; all unpaved disturbed surfaces, on- and off-site, to be
stabilized with a dust suppressant, watering, or soil stabilizers to reduce opacity to no greater than 20
percent; and to reduce vehicle speed to no greater than 15 mph on all unpaved surfaces. Table 3.4-8
shows the projects’ emissions with implementation of the Regulation VIII fugitive dust control
measures (Mitigation Measure AQ-1). With implementation of Mitigation Measure AQ-1, the project
would not exceed the ICAPCD’s thresholds of significance for PMio emissions.

In addition, as described in Mitigation Measure AQ-2, construction equipment shall be equipped with
an engine designation of EPA Tier 2 or better (Tier 2+). A list of the construction equipment, including
all off-road equipment utilized at the project site by make, model, year, horsepower and
expected/actual hours of use, and the associated EPA Tier shall be submitted to the County Planning
and Development Services Department and ICAPCD prior to the issuance of a grading permit. The
equipment list shall be submitted periodically to ICAPCD to perform a NOx analysis. ICAPCD shall
utilize this list to calculate air emissions to verify that equipment use does not exceed significance
thresholds.

Table 3.4-8. Mitigated Project Construction-Generated Emissions

Pollutant (pounds per day)

Construction Year ({0 SOz

Construction of VEGA SES 2 5.46 35.12 50.94 0.08 11551 13.52
and 3 (2023)

Construction of VEGA SES 5 3.96 32.64 41.48 0.07 5.89 291
(2024)

ICAPCD Significance 75 100 550 — 150 —

Threshold

Exceed ICAPCD No No No No No No

Significance Threshold?

Source: Appendix D of this EIR.
Notes:
Pounds per day taken from the season with the highest output.

VEGA SES 5

As shown in Table 3.4-7, the VEGA SES 5 project’s daily construction emissions would not exceed
the ICAPCD thresholds and a less than significant impact is identified. However, pursuant to ICAPCD,
all construction sites, regardless of size, must comply with the requirements contained within
Regulation VIII — Fugitive Dust Control Measures. The VEGA SES 5 must comply with the
requirements of ICAPCD Regulation VIII for the control of fugitive dust. Therefore, implementation of
the Regulation VIII fugitive dust control measures (Mitigation Measure AQ-1) is required for the VEGA
SES 5 project.

In addition, as described in Mitigation Measure AQ-2, construction equipment shall be equipped with
an engine designation of EPA Tier 2 or better (Tier 2+). A list of the construction equipment, including
all off-road equipment utilized at the project site by make, model, year, horsepower and
expected/actual hours of use, and the associated EPA Tier shall be submitted to the County Planning
and Development Services Department and ICAPCD prior to the issuance of a grading permit. The
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equipment list shall be submitted periodically to ICAPCD to perform a NOx analysis. ICAPCD shall
utilize this list to calculate air emissions to verify that equipment use does not exceed significance
thresholds.

Operational Emissions

VEGA SES 2, 3AND 5

Although limited, implementation of the projects would result in long-term operational emissions of
criteria air pollutants such as PM19, PM25, CO, and SO as well as Oz precursors such as ROG and
NOx. Project-generated increases in emissions would be predominately associated with motor vehicle
use for routine maintenance work and site security as well as panel upkeep and cleaning. Long-term
combined operational emissions attributable to the projects are identified in Table 3.4-9 and compared
to the operational significance thresholds promulgated by the ICAPCD.

Table 3.4-9. Project Operational Emissions

Pollutant (pounds per day)

Emission Source (6{0) SO2

Summer Emissions

Area 50.85 0.00 0.24 0.00 0.00 0.00

Energy 0.66 6.05 5.08 0.03 0.46 0.46

Mobile 0.01 0.01 0.10 0.00 3.54 0.35
Total 51.52 6.06 5.42 0.03 4.00 0.81

ICAPCD Significance 137 137 150 550 550 150

Threshold

Exceed ICAPCD No No No No No No

Significance

Threshold?

Winter Emissions

Area 50.85 0.00 0.24 0.00 0.00 0.00
Energy 0.66 6.05 5.08 0.03 0.46 0.46
Mobile 0.00 0.01 0.08 0.00 3.54 0.35

Total 51.51 6.06 5.42 0.03 4.00 0.81
ICAPCD Significance 137 137 150 550 550 150
Threshold
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Table 3.4-9. Project Operational Emissions

Pollutant (pounds per day)

Emission Source

Exceed ICAPCD No No No No No No
Significance
Threshold?

Source: Appendix D of this EIR.
Notes:

Operational emissions account for two vehicle trips per day. It is noted that this is a conservative estimate as many days will
have no operational related vehicle trips. Additionally, it accounts for the energy usage used for the battery energy storage
system and the pumping of 32-acre feet of water per year.

As shown in Table 3.4-9, the projects’ combined operational emissions would not exceed the ICAPCD
thresholds for CO, ROG, NOy, PMi1p, SO2 and PMzs. Although no significant air quality impact would
occur during operation, the project applicant is required to submit a Dust Suppression Management
Plan for both construction and operation in order to reduce fugitive dust emissions. Implementation of
Mitigation Measures AQ-3, AQ-4, and AQ-5 would ensure that a Dust Suppression Management Plan
is implemented, thereby ensuring that this potential impact would remain less than significant.

As solar generation facilities, the proposed projects would improve air quality by reducing the use of
fossil fuels in energy production. The energy produced by the projects would displace the criteria
pollutant emissions which would otherwise be produced by existing business-as-usual power
generation resources (including natural gas and coal).

Table 3.4-10 shows the emissions that would potentially be displaced by the proposed projects.
Displacement of fossil fuel emissions has a direct beneficial effect on human health for those receptors
downwind of the location of the fossil fuel power plants. As shown in Table 3.4-10, the projects would
potentially displace approximately 148 tons of NOy, 11 tons of CO, 19 tons of SO», 18 tons of PMay,
and 8 tons of PM2 s over the course of 30 years.

Table 3.4-10. Proposed Project Displaced Criteria Pollutant Emissions (Tons)

Emissions (tons)

Source of Displaced
Emissions co SOz

Emissions Displaced Annually (tons)

Displaced Natural Gas- 0 0.61 0.19 0.42 0.58 0.23
Source Emissions

Displaced Coal-Source 0 4.31 0.18 0.20 0.03 0.02
Emissions

Total 0 4.92 0.37 0.62 0.61 0.26

Emissions Displaced over 30 Years (tons)

Displaced Natural Gas- 0 18.36 5.56 12.61 17.43 7.05
Source Emissions
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Table 3.4-10. Proposed Project Displaced Criteria Pollutant Emissions (Tons)

Emissions (tons)

Source of Displaced

Emissions
Displaced Coal-Source 0 129.38 5.39 6.15 0.91 0.65
Emissions
Total 0 147.74 10.95 18.76 18.34 7.69

Source: Appendix D of this EIR.

As described above, conformance with the AQMP for development projects is determined by
demonstrating compliance with local land use plans and/or population projections and comparing
assumed emissions in the AQMP to proposed emissions. Because the proposed projects comply with
local land use plans and population projections and would not exceed ICAPCD’s regional mass daily
emissions thresholds during construction (with implementation of Mitigation Measure AQ-1) and
operation, the proposed projects would not conflict with or obstruct implementation of the applicable
air quality plan. Furthermore, the projects would also have a direct beneficial effect on human health
by displacing criteria pollutants. Impacts would be than significant impact with mitigation incorporated.

Mitigation Measure(s)

AQ-1 Fugitive Dust Control. During construction activities, the constructor contractor shall
employ the following PMjo reducing measures:

1. All unpaved roads associated with construction shall be effectively stabilized of
dust emissions using Imperial County Air Pollution Control District-approved
chemical stabilizers/suppressant before the commencement of construction, and
every 30 days thereafter until the end of all construction activities. Unpaved roads
associated with construction include:

e The 1.65 miles of unpaved road on Weist Road and Flowing Wells Road to the
VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites. Monthly application of Imperial County Air
Pollution Control District-approved chemical stabilizers/suppressant shall be
applied at a rate of 0.1 gallon/square yard of chemical dust suppressant.

2. Prior to any earthmoving activity, the applicant shall submit a construction dust
control plan and obtain Imperial County Air Pollution Control District and Imperial
County Planning and Development Services Department (ICPDS) approval.

3. Pursuant to ICAPCD, all construction sites, regardless of size, must comply with
the requirements contained within Regulation VIII — Fugitive Dust Control
Measures. Whereas these Regulation VIII measures are mandatory and are not
considered project environmental mitigation measures, the ICAPCD CEQA
Handbook’s required additional standard and enhanced mitigation measures listed
below shall be implemented prior to and during construction. ICAPCD will verify
implementation and compliance with these measures as part of the grading permit
review/approval process.
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ICAPCD Standard Measures for Fugitive Dust (PM1g) Control

All disturbed areas, including bulk material storage, which is not being actively
utilized, shall be effectively stabilized and visible emissions shall be limited to no
greater than 20 percent opacity for dust emissions by using water, chemical
stabilizers, dust suppressants, tarps, or other suitable material, such as vegetative
ground cover.

All on-site and off-site unpaved roads will be effectively stabilized, and visible
emissions shall be limited to no greater than 20 percent opacity for dust emissions
by paving, chemical stabilizers, dust suppressants, and/or watering.

All unpaved traffic areas 1 acre or more with 75 or more average vehicle trips per
day will be effectively stabilized and visible emissions shall be limited to no greater
than 20 percent opacity for dust emissions by paving, chemical stabilizers, dust
suppressants, and/or watering.

The transport of bulk materials shall be completely covered unless 6 inches of
freeboard space from the top of the container is maintained with no spillage and
loss of bulk material. In addition, the cargo compartment of all haul trucks is to be
cleaned and/or washed at delivery site after removal of bulk material.

All track-out or carry-out will be cleaned at the end of each workday or immediately
when mud or dirt extends a cumulative distance of 50 linear feet or more onto a
paved road within an urban area.

Movement of bulk material handling or transfer shall be stabilized prior to handling
or at points of transfer with application of sufficient water, chemical stabilizers, or
by sheltering or enclosing the operation and transfer line.

The construction of any new unpaved road is prohibited within any area with a
population of 500 or more unless the road meets the definition of a temporary
unpaved road. Any temporary unpaved road shall be effectively stabilized, and
visible emissions shall be limited to no greater than 20 percent opacity for dust
emission by paving, chemical stabilizers, dust suppressants, and/or watering.

ICAPCD “Discretionary” Measures for Fugitive Dust (PM1o) Control

Water exposed soil only in those areas where active grading and vehicle
movement occurs with adequate frequency to control dust.

Replace ground cover in disturbed areas as quickly as possible.
Automatic sprinkler system installed on all soil piles.

Vehicle speed for all construction vehicles shall not exceed 15 miles per hour on
any unpaved surface at the construction site.

Develop a trip reduction plan to achieve a 1.5 average vehicle ridership for
construction employees.

Implement a shuttle service to and from retail services and food establishments
during lunch hours.

Standard Mitigation Measures for Construction Combustion Equipment

3.4-20 | December 2022 Imperial County



AQ-2

AQ-3

AQ-4

Imperial County

3.4 Air Quality I_)?
Draft EIR | VEGA SES 2, 3 & 5 Solar Energy Project

e Use of alternative fueled or catalyst equipped diesel construction equipment,
including all off-road and portable diesel-powered equipment.

e Minimize idling time either by shutting equipment off when not in use or reducing
the time of idling to 5 minutes as a maximum.

o Limit, to the extent feasible, the hours of operation of heavy-duty equipment and/or
the amount of equipment in use.

e Replace fossil fueled equipment with electrically driven equivalents (provided they
are not run via a portable generator set).

Enhanced Mitigation Measures for Construction Equipment

To help provide a greater degree of reduction of PM emissions from construction
combustion equipment, ICAPCD recommends the following enhanced measures.

e Curtail construction during periods of high ambient pollutant concentrations; this
may include ceasing of construction activity during the peak hour of vehicular traffic
on adjacent roadways.

¢ Implement activity management (e.g., rescheduling activities to reduce short-term
impacts).

Construction Equipment. Construction equipment shall be equipped with an engine
designation of EPA Tier 2 or better (Tier 2+). A list of the construction equipment,
including all off-road equipment utilized at the project sites by make, model, year,
horsepower and expected/actual hours of use, and the associated EPA Tier shall be
submitted to the County Planning and Development Services Department and
ICAPCD prior to the issuance of a grading permit. The equipment list shall be
submitted periodically to ICAPCD to perform a NOyx analysis. ICAPCD shall utilize this
list to calculate air emissions to verify that equipment use does not exceed significance
thresholds. The Planning and Development Services Department and ICAPCD shall
verify implementation of this measure.

Dust Suppression. The project applicant shall employ a method of dust suppression
(such as water or chemical stabilization) approved by ICAPCD. The project applicant
shall apply chemical stabilization as directed by the product manufacturer to control
dust between the panels as approved by ICAPCD, and other non-used areas
(exceptions will be the paved entrance and parking area, and Fire Department access/
emergency entry/exit points as approved by Fire/Office of Emergency Services [OES]
Department).

Operational Dust Control Plan. Prior to issuance of a Certificate of Occupancy, the
applicant shall submit an operations dust control plan and obtain ICAPCD and ICPDS
approval.

ICAPCD Rule 301 Operational Fees apply to any project applying for a building permit.
At the time that building permits are submitted for the proposed projects, ICAPCD shall
review the project to determine if Rule 310 fees are applicable to the projects.
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Significance After Mitigation

With implementation of the Regulation VIII fugitive dust control measures (Mitigation Measure AQ-1),
the projects would not exceed the ICAPCD’s thresholds of significance for PM1o emissions. Mitigation
Measures AQ-2 through AQ-4 would provide additional reduction strategies to further improve air
quality and reductions in criteria pollutants (O3 precursors) and ensure that this potential impact would
remain less than significant. Given the above, the proposed projects would not conflict with
implementation of applicable air quality plans, and impacts would be less than significant impact.

Impact 3.4-2 Would the project result in a cumulatively considerable net increase of any
criteria pollutant for which the project region is non-attainment under an
applicable federal or state ambient air quality standard (including releasing
emissions which exceed quantitative thresholds for Oz precursors)?

VEGA SES 2, 3AND 5

As shown in Table 3.4-2, the criteria pollutants for which the project area is in State non-attainment
under applicable air quality standards are Oz and PMio. The ICAPCD’s application of thresholds of
significance for criteria air pollutants is relevant to the determination of whether a project’s individual
emissions would have a cumulatively significant impact on air quality. As discussed above in Impact
3.4-1, the projects’ daily construction emissions would not exceed the ICAPCD thresholds for ROG,
NOx, CO, SO, and PMzs. However, the VEGA SES 2 and 3 projects would exceed the ICAPCD
threshold for PM1o. To mitigate the potential impacts associated with construction-generated emissions
with regard to PMio, the VEGA SES 2 and 3 projects would adhere to the requirements of ICAPCD
Regulation VIII for the control of fugitive dust. As shown in Table 3.4-8, with implementation of the
Regulation VIII fugitive dust control measures, the VEGA SES 2 and 3 projects would not exceed the
ICAPCD’s threshold of significance for PMig emissions. Although, the VEGA SES 5 project’s
construction emissions would not exceed the ICAPCD thresholds, it must comply with the
requirements of ICAPCD Regulation VIII for the control of fugitive dust. Therefore, implementation of
the Regulation VIII fugitive dust control measures (Mitigation Measure AQ-1) is required for the VEGA
SES 5 project. Furthermore, implementation of Mitigation Measures AQ-1 through AQ-4 will ensure
compliance with ICAPCD rules and regulations and applicable air quality plan control measures.
Therefore, the projects’ potential to result in a cumulatively considerable net increase of any criteria
pollutant is considered less than significant.

Mitigation Measure(s)
No mitigation measures are required.

Impact 3.4-3 Would the project expose sensitive receptors to substantial pollutant
concentrations?

VEGA SES 2, 3AND 5

The nearest existing sensitive land use to the project area is a single-family residence located
approximately 523 feet from the southwestern corner of the VEGA SES 5 project site (APN 025-260-
022).

Construction-Generated Air Contaminants. Construction of the projects would result in temporary,
short-term project-generated emissions of DPM, ROG, NOy, CO, and PMio from the exhaust of off-
road, heavy-duty diesel equipment; soil hauling truck traffic; paving; and other miscellaneous activities.
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The portion of the SSAB which encompasses the project area is designated as a nonattainment area
for federal Os, PM2sand PMio standards and is also a nonattainment area for the state standards for
Os and PMao. Thus, existing Os and PMuo levels in the SSAB are at unhealthy levels during certain
periods. However, as shown in Table 3.4-8, the projects would not exceed the ICAPCD significance
thresholds for construction emissions with mitigation incorporated.

The health effects associated with Oz are generally associated with reduced lung function. Because
the projects would not involve construction activities that would result in Os precursor emissions (ROG
or NOx) in excess of the ICAPCD thresholds, the projects are not anticipated to substantially contribute
to regional Os concentrations and the associated health impacts.

CO tends to be a localized impact associated with congested intersections. In terms of adverse health
effects, CO competes with oxygen, often replacing it in the blood, reducing the blood’s ability to
transport oxygen to vital organs. The results of excess CO exposure can include dizziness, fatigue,
and impairment of central nervous system functions. The projects would not involve activities that
would result in CO emissions in excess of the ICAPCD thresholds. Thus, the projects’ CO emissions
would not contribute to the health effects associated with this pollutant.

Particulate matter (PMioand PMzs) contains microscopic solids or liquid droplets that are so small that
they can get deep into the lungs and cause serious health problems. Particulate matter exposure has
been linked to a variety of problems, including premature death in people with heart or lung disease,
nonfatal heart attacks, irregular heartbeat, aggravated asthma, decreased lung function, and
increased respiratory symptoms such as irritation of the airways, coughing, or difficulty breathing. For
construction-type activity, DPM is the primary TAC of concern. PMio exhaust is considered a surrogate
for DPM as all diesel exhaust is considered to be DPM.

As with Oz and NOy, the projects would not generate emissions of PMioor PMzsthat would exceed the
ICAPCD'’s thresholds with implementation of mitigation. Accordingly, the projects’ PMio and PMzs
emissions are not expected to cause any increase in related regional health effects for these
pollutants.

Operational Air Contaminants. Operation of the proposed projects would not result in the
development of any substantial sources of air toxics. There would be no stationary sources associated
project operations; nor would the projects attract additional mobile sources that spend long periods
gueuing and idling at the site. Onsite combined project emissions would not result in significant
concentrations of pollutants at nearby sensitive receptors as the predominant operational emissions
associated with the proposed projects would be routine maintenance work and site security as well as
panel upkeep and cleaning. Therefore, the projects would not be a substantial source of TACs. The
proposed projects would not result in a high carcinogenic or non-carcinogenic risk during operation.

CO concentrations close to congested intersections that experience high levels of traffic and elevated
background concentrations may reach unhealthy levels, affecting nearby sensitive receptors. Given
the high traffic volume potential, areas of high CO concentrations, or “hot spots,” are typically
associated with intersections that are projected to operate at unacceptable levels of service during the
peak commute hours. CO concentration in the SSAB is designated as an attainment area. Detailed
modeling of Project-specific CO “hot spots” is not necessary and thus this potential impact is
addressed qualitatively.

The proposed project is anticipated to result in no more than two daily traffic trips. It is noted that this
is a conservative estimate, and many days will have no operational related vehicle trips. Thus, the
proposed projects would not generate traffic volumes at any intersection of more than 100,000 vehicles
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per day (or 44,000 vehicles per day) and there is no likelihood of the project traffic exceeding CO
values.

In summary, project construction and operations would not result in a potentially significant contribution
to regional concentrations of nonattainment pollutants and would not result in a significant contribution
to the adverse health impacts associated with those pollutants. Impacts would be less than significant.

Mitigation Measure(s)
No mitigation measures are required.
Impact 3.4-4 Would the project result in other emissions (such as those leading to odors)
adversely affecting a substantial number of people?
VEGA SES 2,3AND 5

An odor impact depends on numerous factors, including the nature, frequency, and intensity of the
source; wind speed and direction; and the sensitivity of the receptors. While offensive odors rarely
cause any physical harm, they still can be very unpleasant, leading to considerable distress among
the public and often generating citizen complaints to local governments and regulatory agencies.

Among possible physical harms is inhalation of VOCs that cause smell sensations in humans. These
odors can affect human health in four primary ways:

e The VOCs can produce toxicological effects

¢ The odorant compounds can cause irritations in the eye, nose, and throat

e The VOCs can stimulate sensory nerves that can cause potentially harmful health effects

e The exposure to perceived unpleasant odors can stimulate negative cognitive and emotional

responses based on previous experiences with such odors

Land uses commonly considered to be potential sources of odorous emissions include wastewater
treatment plants, sanitary landfills, food processing facilities, chemical manufacturing plants, rendering
plants, paint/coating operations, and concentrated agricultural feeding operations and dairies. The
operation of a solar farm is not an odor producer.

During construction, the proposed projects present the potential for generation of objectionable odors
in the form of diesel exhaust in the immediate vicinity of the sites. However, these emissions are short-
term in nature and would rapidly dissipate and be diluted by the atmosphere downwind of the emission
sources. Additionally, odors would be localized and generally confined to the project area. Therefore,
odors generated during project construction would not adversely affect a substantial number of people
to odor emissions. Impacts would be less than significant.

Mitigation Measure(s)

No mitigation measures are required.
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3.4.4  Decommissioning/Restoration and Residual Impacts

Decommissioning/Restoration

If at the end of the PPA term, no contract extension is available for a power purchaser, no other buyer
of the energy emerges, or there is no further funding of the projects, the projects will be
decommissioned and dismantled. Similar to construction activities, decommissioning and restoration
of the projects would generate air emissions. A summary of the daily combined mitigated construction
emissions for the project is provided in Table 3.4-8. Solar equipment has a lifespan of approximately
30 years. The emissions from on- and off-road equipment during decommissioning are expected to
be significantly lower than project construction emissions, as the overall activity would be anticipated
to be lower than project construction activity. No significant air quality impacts are anticipated during
decommissioning and restoration of the project sites. However, all construction projects within Imperial
County must comply with the requirements of ICAPCD Regulation VIII for the control of fugitive dust.
In addition, the ICAPCD’s Air Quality Handbook lists additional feasible mitigation measures that may
be warranted to control emissions of fugitive dust and combustion exhaust. Mitigation Measures AQ-
1 through AQ-4 would provide additional reduction strategies to further improve air quality. Therefore,
a less than significant impact is identified during decommissioning and site restoration of the project
sites.

Residual

The proposed projects would not result in short-term significant air quality impacts during construction.
Implementation of Mitigation Measure AQ-1 would reduce NOy emissions to levels below the
significance threshold. Implementation of Mitigation Measures AQ-1 and AQ-2 would provide
additional reduction strategies to reduce ROG, NOx, PM1o, and CO emissions during construction.
Operation of the projects, subject to the approval of CUPs, would be consistent with applicable federal,
state, regional, and local plans and policies. Implementation of Mitigation Measures AQ-3, AQ-4, and
AQ-5 would ensure that fugitive dust emissions would be reduced during construction and operations.
The projects would not result in any residual operational significant and unavoidable impacts with
regards to air quality.

The proposed project’s daily construction emissions would not exceed the ICAPCD’s thresholds for
ROG, NOx, CO, SO;, and PM2s. However, the VEGA SES 2 and 3 projects would exceed the
ICAPCD’s threshold for PMio. To mitigate the potential impacts associated with construction-
generated emissions with regard to PM1o, the projects would adhere to the requirements of ICAPCD
Regulation VIII for the control of fugitive dust (Mitigation Measure AQ-1). Thus, the VEGA SES 2 and
3 projects would not result in short-term significant air quality impacts during construction. Although,
the VEGA SES 5 project’s construction emissions would not exceed the ICAPCD thresholds, it must
comply with the requirements of ICAPCD Regulation VIII for the control of fugitive dust. Therefore,
implementation of the Regulation VIII fugitive dust control measures (Mitigation Measure AQ-1) is
required for the VEGA SES 5 project. Furthermore, implementation of Mitigation Measure AQ-2 would
ensure construction equipment will be equipped with an engine designation of EPA Tier 2 or better
(Tier 2+). ICAPCD will utilize this list to calculate air emissions to verify that equipment use does not
exceed significance thresholds. Operation of the projects, subject to the approval of CUPs, would be
consistent with applicable federal, state, regional, and local plans and policies. Implementation of
Mitigation Measures AQ-1, AQ-3, and AQ-4 would ensure that fugitive dust emissions would be
reduced during construction and operations. The projects would not result in any residual operational
significant and unavoidable impacts with regards to air quality.
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3.5 Biological Resources

This section identifies the biological and jurisdictional aquatic resources that may be impacted by the
proposed VEGA SES 2, 3, and 5 projects. The following identifies the existing biological and
jurisdictional aquatic resources in the project area, analyzes potential impacts of the proposed
projects, and recommends mitigation measures to avoid or reduce potential impacts of the proposed
projects.

The information for this section is summarized from the following technical reports:

e Biological Resources Technical Report for the Vega SES 2 and 3 Solar Projects prepared by
ECORP Consulting, Inc. (Appendix E1 of this EIR)

o Biological Resources Technical Report for the Vega SES 5 Solar Project prepared by ECORP
Consulting, Inc. (Appendix E2 of this EIR)

e Aquatic Resources Delineation Report for the Vega SES 2 and 3 Solar Projects prepared by
ECORP Consulting, Inc. (Appendix F1 of this EIR)

e Aquatic Resources Delineation Report for the Vega SES 5 Solar Project prepared by ECORP
Consulting, Inc. (Appendix F2 of this EIR)

The analysis of biological resources in this section is separated into two distinct segments: 1) the
VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites, and 2) the VEGA SES 5 project site, where applicable.

As part of the Biological Resources Technical Reports prepared for the projects, ECORP Consulting
Inc. conducted a literature review, small unmanned aircraft system survey, and biological
reconnaissance survey of the project sites to document existing biological resources, assess habitat
suitability for sensitive plant and wildlife species, and determine potential impacts of the projects on
biological resources.

For the purposes of this EIR, the term biological study area (BSA) refers to the project sites’ boundaries
and a 500-foot buffer around the project sites’ boundaries.

The Aquatic Resources Delineation Reports identify the aquatic resources occurring within the project
sites that may be regulated by the Porter-Cologne Water Quality Act, California Fish and Game Code
Sections 1600 and 1602, and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) pursuant to Sections 401
and 404 of the federal Clean Water Act (CWA).

3.5.1 Existing Conditions

Project Location

VEGA SES 2 and 3

The VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites consist of undeveloped land traversed by an extensive alluvial
fan system and associated riparian community. This system begins at the Chocolate Mountains to the
northeast and heads southwest across the VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites. The BSA is bordered by
an active railroad right-of-way to the southwest, agricultural land to the west, and undeveloped land to
the north, south, and east.

Topography generally consists of gentle slopes with a gradual increase in elevation from the western
extent to the eastern extent of the VEGA SES 2 and 3 project sites.
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VEGA SES 5

The VEGA SES 5 project site consists of an old agricultural field and undeveloped land that appears
to have been historically altered. The northeastern section is comprised of an ephemeral drainage and
associated wetland and riparian habitats on undeveloped land. The northern border of the site appears
to have been graded and/or filled in several areas near the railroad tracks. An intermittent drainage
flows south under the railroad track via a concrete underpass and riparian habitat lines the banks and
bed of the intermittent drainage directly north and east of the East Highland Canal. Wetlands exist
within the riparian habitat directly south of the railroad right-of-way, abutting the ephemeral drainages,
connected with Siphon 5. The southern portion of the VEGA SES 5 project site consists of a fallow
agricultural field with ruderal vegetation. The fallow field is bordered to the north and south by two
offshoot canals and a wetland associated with the East Highland Canal to the northeast. The site is
surrounded to the west, south, and north by agricultural fields and undeveloped land to the east
(Appendix E2 of this EIR).

Topography throughout the VEGA SES 5 project site is relatively flat, but gently slopes from northeast
to southwest away from the railroad right-of-way.

Vegetation Communities and Land Cover Types

VEGA SES 2 and 3

The majority of vegetation communities and land cover types mapped within the VEGA SES 2 and 3
BSA consist of creosote bush scrub and blue palo verde/ironwood woodland. Vegetation communities
and land cover types within the BSA for the VEGA SES 2 and 3 projects are depicted on Figure 3.5-1.
The acreage of each vegetation community and land cover type within the VEGA SES 2 and 3 project
sites is summarized in Table 3.5-1.

Table 3.5-1. Vegetation Communities or Land Cover Types within the VEGA SES 2 and
3 Project Sites

Vegetation Community or Land Cover Type Acres within VEGA SES 2 and 3 Project Sites?®
Bush Seepweed Scrub 7.44
Creosote Bush Scrub 881.97
Disturbed Creosote Bush Scrub 11.30
Blue Palo Verde/lronwood Woodland 230.73
Tamarisk Thickets 1.57
Urban/Developed Roads 8.50
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Table 3.5-1. Vegetation Communities or Land Cover Types within the VEGA SES 2 and
3 Project Sites

Vegetation Community or Land Cover Type Acres within VEGA SES 2 and 3 Project Sites?

Project Area Total 1,141.51

Source: Appendix E1 of this EIR
Notes:
2 Vegetation and land cover type acreages are rounded to the nearest hundredth of an acre.

VEGA SES 5

The majority of vegetation communities and land cover types mapped within the VEGA SES 5 BSA
consist of creosote bush scrub and fallow agricultural land. Vegetation communities and land cover
types within the VEGA SES 5 BSA are depicted on Table 3.5-2. The acreage of each vegetation
community and land cover type within the VEGA SES 5 project site is summarized in Table 3.5-2.

Table 3.5-2. Vegetation Communities or Land Cover Types within the VEGA SES 5
Project Site

Vegetation Community or Land Cover Type Acres within the VEGA SES 5 Project Site?
Bush Seepweed Scrub 60.25
Creosote Bush Scrub 103.26
Fallow Agricultural Land 101.27
Tamarisk Thickets 1.54
Urban/Developed 2.49
Urban/Developed Roads 0.30
Project Area Total 269.11

Source: Appendix E2 of this EIR
Notes:
2 Vegetation and land cover type acreages are rounded to the nearest hundredth of an acre.
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Figure 3.5-1. Vegetation Communities and Land Cover Types in the VEGA SES 2 and 3
BSA

Vegetation

Blue Palo Verde - Ironwood Woodland - Disturbed Creosote Bush Scrub
777 Four-wing Saltbush Scrub " lodine Bush Scrub
- Bush Seepweed Scrub Tamarisk Thickets
- Active Agriculture Urban/Developed - Dirt Roads
- Channel - Urban/Developed
[ creosote Bush Scrub

%
%

E:Simpson‘Rd

Legend
[ ] VEGA SES 2 Project Area === 161KV F Line
[ VEGA SES 3 Project Area === 230kV KN&KS Line
|:] 500-ft Buffer Proposed Gen-Tie Line
B Substation b e ik

3.5-4 | December 2022 Imperial County



3.5 Biological Resources F)?
Draft EIR | VEGA SES 2, 3 & 5 Solar Energy Project

Figure 3.5-2. Vegetation Communities and Land Cover Types in the VEGA SES 5 BSA
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Detailed descriptions of the applicable vegetation communities and land cover types occurring within
the BSAs are described below.

BUSH SEEPWEED SCRUB (SUAEDA [MOQUINII] NIGRA SHRUBLAND ALLIANCE)

Bush sweepweed scrub is found on flat to gently sloping valley bottoms, bajadas, and toe slopes
adjacent to alluvial fans. Bush seepweed scrub is dominated by bush seepweed, a USFWS Wetland
Inventory obligate species (see Appendix E2 of this EIR), and can be co-dominant with four-wing
saltbush (Atriplex canescens) and/or alkali goldenbush (Isocoma acradenia). This vegetation
community typically has a sparse to intermittent herbaceous layer. Within the VEGA SES 2, 3, and 5
BSAs, bush seepweed dominated the shrub cover with occasional occurrences of four-wing saltbush,
arrow weed (Pluchea sericea), big saltbush (Atriplex lentiformis), alkali goldenbush, and tamarisk.

CREOSOTE BUSH SCRUB (LARREA TRIDENTATA SHRUBLAND ALLIANCE)

Creosote bush scrub is the most characteristic vegetation of the California desert and is found on
alluvial fans, bajadas, upland slopes, and washes. Creosote bush scrub is dominated by a nearly
monotypic stand of creosote bush with an open canopy and an herbaceous layer of seasonal annuals
and perennials. This community was dominant in the VEGA SES 2, 3, and 5 BSAs. Other species that
were observed within this community included burrobush (Ambrosia dumosa), four-wing saltbush, big
saltbush, narrow leaved cryptantha (Cryptantha angustifolia), desert plantain (Plantago ovata),
Mediterranean grass (Schismus barbatus), and occasional bush seepweed on the banks of
established drainages.

DISTURBED CREOSOTE BUSH SCRUB (DISTURBED LARREA TRIDENTATA SHRUBLAND ALLIANCE)

Disturbed creosote bush is creosote bush scrub that has been previously altered. Within the VEGA
SES 2 and 3 BSA, this vegetation cover is characterized as sparser with a high percentage of non-
native plant species including common Mediterranean grass and Saharan mustard (Brassica
tournefortii). Within the VEGA SES 5 BSA, creosote was typically dominant in the shrub canopy, but
occasionally was co-dominant with white bursage, with an absent to intermittent herbaceous layer of
seasonal annuals.

BLUE PALO VERDE/IRONWOOD WOODLAND (PARKINSONIA FLORIDA - OLNEYA TESOTA WOODLAND
ALLIANCE)

Blue palo verde/ironwood woodland is characterized by blue palo verde or ironwood as a dominant or
co-dominant plant species in the tree or tall shrub canopy that is open to continuous. The shrub layer
is intermittent or open, while the herbaceous layer is sparse with seasonal annuals. It occurs in desert
arroyo margins, seasonal watercourses, desert washes, bottomlands, bajadas, alluvial fans, and lower
slopes. Blue palo verde/ironwood woodland take up large portions of the VEGA SES 2 and 3 BSAs.
Other plant species observed within this community included creosote bush, cheesebush (Ambrosia
salsola), and burrobush.

TAMARISK THICKETS (TAMARIX SPP. SHRUBLAND SEMI-NATURAL ALLIANCE)

Tamarisk thickets are characterized by a weedy monoculture of tamarisk. This habitat is typically in
ditches, washes, rivers, arroyo margins, lake margins, and other watercourses. Within the VEGA SES
2, 3, and 5 BSAs, tamarisk was often the dominant species, with arrow weed occasionally as a co-
dominant plant species. Other species observed within this community included four-wing saltbush,
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bis saltbush, popcorn flower (Cryptantha spp.), screw bean mesquite (Prosopis pubescens), bush
seepweed, and Mediterranean grass.

IODINE BUSH SCRUB (ALLENROLFEA OCCIDENTALIS SHRUBLAND ALLIANCE)

lodine bush scrub is found on playas perched above drainages, seep, and dry lakebed margins. lodine
bush, a USFWS Wetland Inventory obligate species (see Appendix E2 of this EIR), is dominant in the
shrub and herbaceous layers in an open to continuous canopy in the VEGA SES 5 BSA. Other plant
species observed within this community include four-wing saltbush, tamarisk, and bush seepweed.

OTHER LAND COVER TYPES

Fallow Agricultural Land. Fallow agricultural lands include remnant signs of row crops with open
space between rows. Agricultural lands often occur in upland areas with high soil quality, or floodplains
and are almost always artificially irrigated. This land cover was observed in the southern portion of the
VEGA SES 5 project site where the area consisted primarily of ruderal vegetation including bush
seepweed, amaranth (Amaranthus sp.), and sudangrass (Sorghum bicolor ssp. drummondii) and
occasional big saltbush.

Active Agricultural Land. Active agriculture consists of row crops that include planted, typically
monotypic rows of crops of annual and perennial species with open space between rows. Species
composition frequently changes by season and year. Row crops often occur in upland areas with high
soil quality or floodplains and are almost always artificially irrigated (see Appendices E1 and E2 of this
EIR). Active agricultural land was observed in the western portion of the VEGA SES 2 and 3 BSA, and
the western and southern portion of the VEGA SES 5 BSA.

Urban/Developed. Areas mapped as developed have been constructed upon or otherwise physically
altered to an extent that natural vegetation communities are no longer supported. In the VEGA SES
2, 3, and 5 BSAs, this land cover consisted primarily of compacted dirt roads and structures (see
Appendices E1 and E2 of this EIR).

Sensitive Natural Communities

lodine bush scrub, bush seepweed scrub, tamarisk thickets, and blue palo verde-ironwood woodland
occur within the project sites and are considered sensitive natural communities by the California
Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW).

Special-Status Species

Literature Review

Prior to conducting field surveys, a literature search was conducted to identify special-status plant and
wildlife species with potential to occur within the BSAs. Special-status plants were evaluated for their
potential to occur within the project sites (project footprint) where impacts could potentially occur.
Special-status wildlife species were evaluated for their potential to occur within the BSAs, a broader
area, where direct and indirect impacts could potentially occur.
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Using information from the literature review and observations in the field, a list of special-status plant
and animal species that have potential to occur within the BSAs was generated. For the purposes of
this assessment, special-status species are defined as plants or wildlife that:

o have been designated as either rare, threatened, or endangered by CDFW, CNPS, or the
USFWS, and/or are protected under either the federal or California Endangered Sp