TO: PLANNING COMMISSION AGENDA DATE:_September 13, 2023

FROM: PLANNING & DEVELOPMENT SERVICES AGENDA TIME 9:00 AM/ No.3

PROJECT TYPE: SMP Gold Corp (Oro Cruz) RP #21-0001 SUPERVISOR DISTRICT #5

LOCATION: On BLM Lands, East of Olgilby Rd, northwest of Yuma, Az APN: 050-110-006 et al

T15S, R20E, Sec. 1,2, 12, 13 and T15S, R21E Sec. 6, 7, 18 PROJECT SIZE: +/- 21.3 acre

GENERAL PLAN (existing)  Recreation\Open Space GENERAL PLAN (proposed) N/A

ZONE (existing) S-2 (Open Space\Preservation) ZONE (proposed) N/A

GENERAL PLAN FINDINGS ~ [X] CONSISTENT  [_] INCONSISTENT [ ] MAY BE/FINDINGS

PLANNING COMMISSION DECISION: HEARING DATE: 08/23/2023
[ ] APPROVED [ ] DENIED [ ] OTHER
PLANNING DIRECTORS DECISION: HEARING DATE:
| APPROVED [ ] DENIED [ ] OTHER
ENVIROMENTAL EVALUATION COMMITTEE DECISION: HEARING DATE: 11/17/2022
INITIAL STUDY: 21-0029

|:| NEGATIVE DECLARATION |Z MITIGATED NEG. DECLARATION |:| EIR

DEPARTMENTAL REPORTS / APPROVALS:

PUBLIC WORKS XI NONE (] ATTACHED
AG [] NONE XI ATTACHED
APCD [] NONE XI ATTACHED
E.H.S. DX NONE (] ATTACHED
FIRE / OES X NONE [1 ATTACHED
SHERIFF D] NONE [J ATTACHED
OTHER MCAS Yuma, Center for Biological Diversity,
CA Dept. of Fish & Wild Life, US EPA
REQUESTED ACTION:

IT IS RECOMMENDED THAT YOU CONDUCT A PUBLIC HEARING AND HEAR ALL THE OPPONENTS AND PROPONENTS OF THE PROPOSED PROJECT. STAFF
WOULD THEN RECOMMEND THAT YOU TAKE THE FOLLOWING ACTION:

1. ADOPT THE MITIGATED NEGATIVE DECLARATION BY FINDING THAT THE PROPOSED PROJECT WOULD NOT HAVE A SIGNIFICANT EFFECT ON THE
ENVIRONMENT AS RECOMMENDED AT THE ENVIRONMENTAL EVALUATION COMMITTEE (EEC) HEARING ON NOVEMBER 17, 2022; AND,

2, MAKE THE DE MINIMUS FINDINGS AS RECOMMENDED AT THE NOVEMBER 17, 2022 EEC HEARING THAT THE PROJECT WILL NOT INDIVIDUALLY OR
CUMULATIVELY HAVE AN ADVERSE EFFECT ON FISH AND WILDLIFE RESOURCES, AS DEFINED IN SECTION 711.2 OF THE FISH AND GAME CODES;
AND

3. APPROVE THE ATTACHED RESOLUTION(S), SUPPORTING FINDINGS, AND RECLAMATION PLAN (RP) #21-0001.

Planning & Development Services
801 MAIN ST., EL CENTRO, CA 92243 442-265-1736
(Jim Minnick, Director)
MAWMR\S:\AllUsers\APN\050\1 10\006\RP21-0001\PC\RP21-0001 PROJECT REPORT.docx



STAFF REPORT
Planning Commission
September 13, 2023
Reclamation Plan (RP) #21-0001

Subject: SMP Gold Corp. Mineral Exploration Drilling
Applicant: SMP Gold Corp. (aka Oro Cruz)

912 N. Division Street
Carson City, NV 89703

Project Location:
The proposed project is located on mined Bureau of Land Management (BLM) administered

lands further identified as Assessor's Parcel Number(s) (APNs) 050-110-006, 050-110-007,
050-110-008, 050-110-009, 050-110-023, 050-110-024, 050-280-001, 050-280-012, and
050-280-013 within T15S, R20E, Sections 1, 2, and 13 and T15S, R21E, Sections 6, 7, and
18 'of the San Bernardino Base and Meridian (S.B.B.M.), situated approximately 2.3 miles
east of the Gold Rock Ranch RV Resort and approximately 15 miles northwest of the
unincorporated townsite of Winterhaven, in an unincorporated area of the County of Imperial,
State of California.

The proposed project site is located within the historic Cargo Muchacho-Tumco Mining
District, area historically disturbed by mining activities with surrounding land uses that include
prospecting and recreation. The subject area is bounded by Ogilby Road (State Route 34) on
the East and by Interstate 8 (I-8) on the South and surrounded by vacant desert parcels
administered by the Bureau of Land Management on the North, South, East, and West.

Project Summary:

SMP Gold Corp. (aka Oro Cruz) proposes to conduct mineral exploration drilling activities
that would result in minor surface reworking of previously mined and disturbed areas. SMP
Gold Corp. would conduct up to 20.54 acres of surface mineral exploration within a 626.3-
acre area to locate and delineate precious metal (gold) deposits.

Mineral exploration activities would consist of utilizing and improving the existing access road
network: constructing approximately (2) two miles of road improvements for existing roads,
constructing approximately 6.2 miles of new, temporary 12-foot-wide exploration drilling
access roads. The project would also entail (8) eight helicopter landing pads, sixty-five (65)
drill pads to support exploration in seven (7) drilling areas, construction of 1.8 miles of a new
15-foot-wide permanent access road, and a 2.8-acre staging area for access to the Oro Cruz
Mine Portal on BLM-administered lands.

SMP’s exploration activities would not significantly increase the number of vehicles on local
public roadways. Specifically, the number of onsite workers/contractors at any given
operating day during the course of the Project would be minimal (estimated up to 13 onsite
employees). Hours of operation would be contiguous. Project personnel would include one
operator and foreman per drill rig and one water truck driver for two 12-hour shifts per day. A
geologist would also be on-site each day. Project operations would be temporary within each
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Drill Area, occurring over up to two weeks at up to two drill sites at a time before moving to a
new drill site.

Project personnel would access the Project Area in four-wheel drive vehicles. Up to two track-
mounted drill rigs would be used for drilling in the Project Area at once. A CAT D8 bulldozer,
or equivalent, and a track hoe and/or hoe ram would be used to construct the roads and drill
sites where needed. Roads and drill sites would be reclaimed using a bulldozer and/or CAT
excavator or equivalent. At any time, one track-mounted drill rig, two 1,000-gallon water
trucks, one 2,000-gallon portable water tank for water delivery to the Project, up to five
support vehicles, one pipe truck, one 125-kilowatt (kW) generator associated with the drill rig
and two 125-kW generators associated with the staging area, two portable air compressors,
and one diesel fuel tank would be present within the Project Area.

The helicopter used for access to the eight proposed drill pads not accessible via road or
vehicle and to and from the staging area would be flown during daylight hours and would
originate from the Yuma Airport. The helicopter would operate up to 10 trips per day during
drilling operations and would provide drilling crew member access and delivery of water, fuel,
and drilling supplies. The helicopter would be in use at the Project for up to 64 days as drilling
operations would be conducted at each drill site for four to eight days over the life of the
Project.

Planning and prevention of fires would also be managed throughout the life of the Project
through the appropriate handling and storage of fuels, inspections and recordkeeping, spill
prevention and response procedures, proper use of safety equipment, resource management
training, and fire prevention training.

Solid waste generated by the Project would be collected in appropriate containers and
removed from the Project Area. Project-related refuse would be hauled to an authorized
landfill for disposal in accordance with applicable laws and regulations. No refuse would be
disposed of on-site in the Project Area.

Surface and groundwater within the Project Area would not be used as a source for water for
the drilling. Rather, water for drilling and dust suppression would be provided by the drilling
company via a mobile water truck. Specifically, the water would be procured from Gold Rock
Ranch and/or another local water purveyor. It is anticipated that two 1,000-gallon water trucks
would be required onsite each day. Additionally, a 2,000-gallon portable water storage tank
would be kept onsite for drilling and dust suppression. A mobile water truck would be utilized
onsite for dust suppression, and applied water would either naturally evaporate or infiltrate
into the ground.

Proposed mineral exploration activities would be limited to 12 to 24 months. Once the
project area is no longer required by SMP, the majority of the proposed project area would
be reclaimed and revegetated, after which point it would be monitored and maintained
annually in late spring or early summer for (3) three years to ensure revegetation efforts
have been established and reclaimed areas are stable.
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Land Use Analysis:
Per Imperial County’s General Plan, the land use designation for this project is

“‘Recreation/Open Space” and zoned as S-2 (Open Space/Preservation) on BLM-
administered lands per Zoning Map #70 of the Imperial County Title 9 Land Use Ordinance.
Per County’s Land Use Ordinance (Title 9), Division 5, Section 90519.01, Subsection (g),
mineral extraction is an allowed use in the S-2 (Open Space/Preservation) permitting mineral
exploration activities for gold. The proposed project is consistent with the County’s General
Plan and County’s Land Use Ordinance (Title 9).

Surrounding Land Uses, Zoning and General Plan Designations:

DIRECTION CURRENT LAND ZONING GENERAL PLAN
Project Site | Vacant/Open Desert S-2 (Open Recreation/Open
Space Space/Preservation) on Space
BLM Lands
North Vacant/Open Desert S-2 (Open Recreation/Open
Space Space/Preservation) on Space
BLM Lands
South Vacant/Open Desert S-2 (Open Recreation/Open
Space Space/Preservation) on Space
BLM Lands
East Vacant/Open Desert S-2 (Open Recreation/Open
Space Space/Preservation) on Space
BLM Lands
West Vacant/Open Desert S-2 (Open Recreation/Open
Space Space/Preservation) on Space
BLM Lands

Environmental Determination:

On November 17, 2022, the Environmental Evaluation Committee (EEC) determined that
Reclamation Plan (RP) #21-0001 for mineral exploration drilling activities, with proposed
mitigation measures, would not have a significant effect on the environment and
recommended a Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND) to be prepared. The EEC Committee
consists of a seven (7) member panel, integrated by the Director of Environmental Health
Services, Imperial County Fire Chief, Agricultural Commissioner, Air Pollution Control Officer,
Director of the Department of Public Works, Imperial County Sheriff, and the Director of
Planning and Development Services. The EEC also made the De Minimus Finding that the
project will not individually or cumulatively have an adverse effect on Fish and Wildlife
Resources, as defined in Section 711.2 of the Fish and Game Codes.

On December 13, 2022, the public notice for the Mitigated Negative Declaration was filed with
the Imperial County Clerk-Recorder, posted and circulated for a 35-day comment period from
12/13/2022 to 01/20/2023. Comments received were made part of this package.
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Staff Recommendation:

It is recommended that you conduct a public hearing and hear all the opponents and
proponents of the proposed project. Staff would then recommend that you take the following
action:

1. Adopt the Mitigated Negative Declaration by finding that the proposed project would
not have a significant effect on the environment as recommended at the
Environmental Evaluation Committee (EEC) hearing on November 17, 2022; and,

2. Make the De Minimis findings as recommended at the November 17, 2022 EEC
hearing that the project will not individually or cumulatively have an adverse effect
on Fish and Wildlife Resources, as defined in Section 711.2 of the Fish and Game
Codes; and

3. Approve the attached Resolution(s), Supporting Findings, and Reclamation Plan
(RP) #21-0001.

PREPARED BY: Gerardo A«
i entS rvices
ALY ﬂ vi /Qg

REVIEWED BY: Michael Abraham, AICP, Assistant Director
Planning & Deyelopment Services
AN
4 o g | \/

APPROVED BY: Jim Minnick, Director

Plannlng & Deve /ﬁnﬁeﬂ
AN

Vicinity Map

Site Plan/Plot Plan

CEQA Resolution

Environmental Assessment (EA)/Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND)
Reclamation Plan Resolution

Reclamation Plan #21-0001

Application

ATTACHMENTS:

G@mMmoow»

S:\AllUsers\APN\05011 10\006\RP21-0001\PC\Staff Report\Staff Report RP21-0001.docx

Staff Report SMP Gold Corp. {(Oro Cruz) August 2023



ATTACHMENT “A” - VICINITY MAP
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ATTACHMENT “B” - SITE PLAN/PLOT PLAN
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ATTACHMENT “C” - CEQA
RESOLUTIONS



RESOLUTION NO.

A RESOLUTION OF THE PLANNING COMMISSION OF THE COUNTY OF IMPERIAL,
CALIFORNIA, ADOPTING THE “MITIGATED NEGATIVE DECLARATION” FOR
RECLAMATION PLAN #21-0001.

WHEREAS, on November 3, 2022, a Public Notice was mailed to the surrounding property
owners advising them of the Environmental Evaluation Committee hearing scheduled for
November 17, 2022;

WHEREAS, a Mitigated Negative Declaration and CEQA findings were prepared in
accordance with the requirements of the California Environmental Quality Act, State Guidelines,
and the County’s “Rules and Regulations to Implement CEQA, as Amended”;

WHEREAS, the Environmental Evaluation Committee recommended to the Planning
Commission of the County of Imperial to adopt the Mitigated Negative Declaration for Reclamation
Plan #21-0001;

WHEREAS, the Mitigated Negative Declaration was circulated for 35 days from December
13, 2022 to January 20, 2023;

WHEREAS, the Planning Commission of the County of Imperial has been designated with
the responsibility of adoptions and certifications;

NOW, THEREFORE, the Planning Commission of the County of Imperial DOES HEREBY
RESOLVE as follows:

The Planning Commission has reviewed the attached Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND) prior
to approval of Reclamation Plan #21-0001. The Planning Commission finds and determines that
the Mitigated Negative Declaration is adequate and prepared in accordance with the requirements
of the Imperial County General Plan and Land Use Ordinance, and the California Environmental
Quality Act (CEQA) which analyzes the project's environmental effects, based upon the following
findings and determinations:

1. That the recital set forth herein are true, correct, and valid: and,

2. That the Planning Commission has reviewed the attached Mitigated Negative
Declaration (MND) for Reclamation Plan #21-0001 and considered the information
contained in the Mitigated Negative Declaration together with all comments
received during the public review period and prior to approving the Reclamation
Plan; and,

3. That the Mitigated Negative Declaration reflects the Planning Commission
independent judgment and analysis.



NOW, THEREFORE, the County of Imperial Planning Commission DOES HEREBY ADOPT the
Mitigated Negative Declaration for Reclamation Plan #21-0001.

Rudy Schaffner, Chairperson
Imperial County Planning Commission

| hereby certified that the preceding Resolution was taken by the Planning Commission at a
meeting conducted on September 13, 2023 by the following vote:

AYES:

NOES:

ABSENT:

ABSTAIN:

ATTEST:

Jim Minnick, Interim Director of Planning & Development Services
Secretary to the Imperial County Planning Commission
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ATTACHMENT “D” - ENVIRONMENTAL
ASSESSMENT (EA)/MITIGATED
NEGATIVE DECLARATION (MND)



Environmental Assessment/Mitigated Negative Declaration (EA/MND)
Oro Cruz Exploration Project

Bureau of Land Management, California Desert District, El Centro Field Office
DOI-BLM-CA-D070-2022-0012-EA

Imperial County Planning Department
IS #21-0029
August 2023

Lead Agencies:
United States Department of the Interior, Bureau of Land Management
California Desert District Office, El Centro Field Office
1661 S 4th Street
El Centro, California 92243

Imperial County Planning & Development Services
801 Main Street
EL Centro, California 92243

Applicant:
SMP Gold Corp
912 N. Division Street
Carson City, Nevada 89703
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1.0 Introduction

SMP Gold Corp. (SMP) proposes underground and surface mineral exploration activities for the Oro Cruz
Exploration Project (Project) at the existing Oro Cruz Pit Area within lands administered and managed by
the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), Califomnia Desert District Office, El Centro Field Office (ECFO),
in Imperial County, California. The Project is located in the Cargo Muchacho Mountains of the Imperial
Valley in southeastern California on BLM-administered lands within Township 15 South, Range 20 East,
Sections 1, 2,12, and 13, and Township 15 South, Range 21 East, Sections 6, 7, and 18 (Figure 1-1). The
Project is approximately 15 miles northwest of Winterhaven, California, 50 miles east of El Centro,
California, and 23 miles northwest of Yuma, Arizona, by road travel. Area within and surrounding the
Project has been previously disturbed by mining activities, and current surrounding land uses include
prospectingand recreation. The Project Area is located withinthe historic Cargo Muchacho-Tumco Mining
District, with over 200 years of historical mining activity (Clark 1970). The Project would occur within the
Picacho Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC), as designated under the Desert Renewable
Energy Conservation Plan (DRECP).

SMP submitted a Plan of Operations (Appendix A) for the proposed exploration activities in accordance
with BLM regulations published in the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) in 43 CFR 3809 and 43 CFR
3715. Pursuantto 43 CFR 3809.11 and 3809.401, the Project would result in minor surface reworking of
previously mined and disturbed areas, and measures would be taken to prevent unnecessary or undue
degradation during Project operations. The Project would comply with the performance standards in 43
CFR 3809.420 and other Federal and state laws related to environmental protection and protection of
cultural resources. The Project is “reasonably incident” to mining as defined in 43 CFR 3715.0-5, and the
Projectwould attain thestated level of protectionand reclamationrequired by specificlaws in the Califomia
Desert Conservation Area. The Project would allow SMP to conduct up to 20.54 acres of surface mineral
exploration withina 626.3-acre area (Project Area) (SMP 2021). This document analyzes effects resulting
from surface disturbance only. Underground exploration is not discussed further in this document as it is
not subject to permitting under the 43 CFR 3809 Surface Management regulations and is therefore not
under the decision-making realm of the BLM as it pertains to the proposed Project.

1.1 BLM Purpose and Need for Action

On lands open to location under the General Mining Law of 1872, as amended (Mining Law), the BLM
administers the surface of public land and federal subsurface mineral estate under the Mining Law and the
Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 1876 (FLPMA). FLPMA also governs the BLM’s
administration of public land not open to location under the Mining Law. The purpose of the mineral
exploration portion of the Proposed Action is to provide SMP the opportunity to explore, locate, and
delineate precious metal (gold) deposits on its mining claims on public lands, as provided under the Mining
Law. The need for action is established by the BLM’s responsibility under Section 302 of FLPMA and the
BLM Surface Management Regulations at43 CFR 3809 to respondto a plan of operations to allow an
operator to prospect, explore, and assess locatable mineral resources on public lands, and to take any action
to prevent unnecessary or undue degradation of the public lands.

The BLM is required to respond to SMP’s Plan to conduct mining operations for locatable minerals in
accordance with the Surface Management Regulations (43 CFR 3809) and Use and Occupancy Under the
Mining Law (43 CFR 3715) and other applicable laws such as FLPMA and the National Environmental
Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA).
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1.2 Imperial County Planning Department Objectives

The Imperial County Planning Department (Imperial County) has applied a land use designation of
“Recreation/Open Space” to the Project Area per the current Imperial County General Plan (Imperial
County 2015). Imperial County must comply with the California Environmental Quality Act of 1970
(CEQA) when it undertakes an activity defined by CEQA as a “project” that must receive some level of
discretionary approval (i.e., Imperial County hasthe authority to deny the requested lease, permit, or other
approval) which may cause either a direct physical change in the environment or a reasonably foreseeable
indirect change in the environment. While the BLM is the lead agency with authority over the proposed
exploratory drilling activities (described in the Plan), pursuant to requirements under the Califomia Surface
Mining and Reclamation Act of 1975 (SMARA) for projects that would entail over one acre of surface
disturbance, a Reclamation Plan is also required to be approved by Imperial County, which addresses the
reclamation activities that would be undertaken following completion of the proposed exploratory drilling
activities. As the authorized SMARA lead agency, Imperial County has sole discretion over approval of the
Reclamation Plan for the proposed Project. A Reclamation Plan (Sespe 2022) has been submitted to
Imperial County (Reclamation Plan #21-0001) in compliance with SMARA and would be implemented
should the Project be approved by Imperial County. Reclamation of the proposed 20.54 acres of surface
disturbance associated with mineral exploration (described further in Section 2.1.2 and in the Reclamation
Plan on file with Imperial County) in accordance with SMARA, is the “project” as defined under CEQA,
and evaluated within this document.

1.3 Decision to Be Made

The decision the BLM would make, based on the analysis conducted under NEPA, includes the following
options: 1) approve the Plan with nomodifications; 2) approve the Plan with additional mitigation measures
that are needed to prevent unnecessary or undue degradation of public lands and to reduce or eliminate the
effects of the Proposed Action or Action Alternatives; or 3) deny the approval of the Plan as currently
written and not authorize the Project if it is found that the Proposed Action does not comply with the 43
CFR 3809 regulations and FLPMA mandate to prevent unnecessary or undue degradation.

The decision Imperial County would make, based on the analysis conducted under CEQA, would be
determined by whether the results of the IS showthere is no substantial evidence that the Project may have
a significant effect on the environment, or if the IS identifies potentially significant effects but a proposed
MND shows that the Project would avoid the effects or mitigate the effectsto a level where no significant
effects would occur. Pursuant to the County of Imperial Guidelines for Implementing CEQA, Imperial
County is the designated CEQA Lead Agency in accordance with Section 15050 of the referenced
guidelines; therefore, Imperial County has the principal responsibility for approving the necessary
environmental clearances and analysis for any project within Imperial County, as well as for certifying the
appropriate CEQA document, for whichthe Project’s Reclamation Plan would be approved under SMARA.
Imperial County’s discretionary authority relates to approval of the Reclamation Plan.

1.4 Land Use Plan Conformance

The BLM is responsible forthe preparation of this EA, which was prepared in conformance with NEPA,
applicable laws and regulations passed subsequently, including President’s Council on Environmental
Quality (CEQ) regulations implementing NEPA (40 CFR 1500-1508), United States (US) Department of
the Interior requirements, and the policy guidance provided in the BLM NEPA Handbook H-1790-1 (BLM
2008). Under 43 CFR 3809.415, the operator of the plan of operations must prevent unnecessary or undue
degradation to the public lands. The Proposed Action is in conformance with FLPMA in ensuring that
resource protection is not compromised in accordance with the mandated principles of FLPMA. The
Proposed Action is also in conformance with the California Code of Regulations, Title 14, Chapter 3,
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Section 15000, et. seq., for Imperial County implementation of CEQA and the Imperial County General
Plan, which was completed in 1993 to provide a balance of land use policies and programs with the goal of
maintaining the “quality of life” in the region (Imperial County 2015). The Project would not result in
changes to the Imperial County General Plan or existing zoning designations (the Project Area is zoned as
“BLM”).

The Proposed Action is in conformance with the California Desert Conservation Area (CDCA) Plan and
the DRECP Land Use Plan Amendment (LUPA), which amended the CDCA Plan. Relevant LUPA and
ACEC goalsand objectives underthe DRECP for biological, air, cultural, mineral, paleontological, soil and
water, and visual resource management resources are outlined in the Conservation Management Action
(CMA) tables provided in Appendix B. The Proposed Action detailed above specifically conforms to the
following Land Use Plan objectives from the CDCA and DRECP:

e Encourage the development of mineral resources in a manner which satisfies national and local
needs and provides for economically and environmentally sound exploration, extraction and
reclamation practices.

e Support responsible mining and energy development operations necessary for California’s
infrastructure, commerce and economic well-being.

The Proposed Action would include the implementation of best management practices (BMPs), applicant-
committed environmental protection measures (Project Design Features [PDFs], Appendix F), and
avoidance and minimization measures. Additional CMAs and mitigation measures would also be
implemented in conformance with the DRECP LUPA (BLM 2016) and per BLM requirements (Appendix
F). CMA LUPA-MIN-6 for new or expanded mineral operations would be implemented for consideration
of all resources and compliance (Appendix F).

15 Relationship to Statutes, Regulations, Other NEPA Documents

This EA/MND has been prepared to comply with NEPA, one of many authorities that contain procedural
requirements that pertain to treatment of elements of the environment when the BLM is considering a
federal action, and with CEQA. The Proposed Action and the No Action Alternative are consistent with
federal, state, and local laws, regulations, and plans and programs. The Proposed Action and the No Action
Alternative are also consistent with state plans and policies for the management of mineral and water
resources, conservation of threatened and endangered species (Endangered Species Actof 1972 [ESA]) and
special status species, and cultural resources protection (National Historic Preservation Act of 1966
[NHPA]), including the DRECP LUPA (BLM 2016) and the Imperial County General Plan (Imperial
County 2015). The Proposed Action is in compliance with Sections 401 and 404 of the Clean Water Act
(CWA) and the Navigable Waters Protection Rule (NWPR), California Water Code (Chapter 2 Section
13050), and the California Fish and Game Code (Section 1600) for Project permitting in relation to
determining jurisdictional waters and aquatic resources. The Project would also comply with SMARA,
including applicable performance standards related to post-exploration site reclamation. Any decision
would assure that the action s in the public interest, that there are no hazardsto public health and safety,
and that the action minimizes and mitigates environmental damage. All activities discussed in the sections
below would be in compliance with appropriate federal, state, and local laws in cooperation with all
appropriate federal, state, and local agencies.

1.6 Organization and How to Use This EA/MND

The purpose of this Environmental Assessment (EA)/Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND) is to identify
issues, analyze alternatives, and disclose any potential environmental impacts associated with the Project as
well as to complete an Initial Study (I1S) for the Project and disclose impact analyses and any required
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mitigation measures in instances where potential impacts were found to be significant. NEPA mandates that
the BLM evaluate or analyze the environmental impacts of a proposed project (Proposed Action) and
reasonable alternatives (including the No Action Alternative) and determine if the Proposed Action would
create unnecessary or undue degradation of the public lands, as defined by the 43 CFR 3809 Regulations, and
also consider and evaluate appropriate mitigation measures. Similarly, CEQA mandates that Imperial County
evaluated an analyze the environmental impacts of the proposed Project, which, in the case of CEQA, is the
approval of the Reclamation Plan and the undertaking of the activities described therein. Furthermore, CEQA
also mandates that any environmental impacts found to be potentially significant be avoided or mitigated.

This EA/MND is intended to provide the BLM, as the lead federal agency under NEPA (42 United States
Code [USC] 4321 et seq.), and Imperial County, as the state Lead Agency under CEQA (Public Resources
Code 21000 et seq.), and other cooperating agencies with the information required to exercise their
discretionary responsibilities with respect to the Project. An EA is prepared in accordance with NEPA to
analyze impacts of the Project and to issue a Finding of No Significant Impact, if applicable. An ISIMND
are prepared in accordance with CEQA to analyze and disclose impacts of a project when project revisions
and/or mitigation measures are made or agreed to by the Proponent that ensure potential significant effects
on the environment would be avoided or mitigated to a point where clearly no significant effect on the
environmentwouldoccur andto where there isno substantial evidence thata project may have a significant
effectonthe environment. ThisEA/MND isajointdocumentto fulfillboth NEPA and CEQA requirements
for analysis of the Project. Table 1-1 includes a list of terminology that is comparable in NEPA and CEQA
and throughout this document.

Table 1-1 Equivalent NEPA and CEQA Terminology

NEPA Terminology

CEQA Terminology

Environmental Assessment
e  Proposed Action

Mitigated Negative Declaration
e Project
e  Proposed Project

Purpose and Need

Project Objectives

Affected Environment

Environmental Setting

Environmental Impacts

IS Checklist and Impact Analysis

This document is organized as follows:

e Chapter 1 providesthe Lead Agency information, purpose and need/Project objectives, the
decision to be made, conformance to existing land use plans and relevant statutes and
regulations, and document organization.

e Chapter 2 provides a description of the proposed Project, including the location and
PDFs/applicant-committed environmental protection measures. Chapter 2 also describes the
No Action Alternative as required under 40 CFR 1502.14(c) to provide an appropriate basis
to compare all other alternatives and discussion of alternatives considered but eliminated
from detailed analysis.

e Chapter 3 provides the IS for the Project and impact analysis under CEQA, as well as
mitigation measures required for the affected resources, as appropriate. This chapter also
provides a description of the affected environment, analysis of the environmental impacts
under NEPA for the Proposed Action and No Action Alternative, and a discussion of
cumulative effects from the Project for the affected resources, as appropriate.
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e Chapter 4 providesan overview of the consultation, coordination, and public participation
efforts made for the Project and review of this EA/MND.

A complete list of acronymsand abbreviations used in this document is provided in Appendix C, and a
list of references cited in this document is provided in Appendix D.
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2.0  Proposed Action and Alternatives

This chapter describes the proposed Project, referred to herein as the Proposed Action, the No Action
Alternative, and other alternatives considered but eliminated from analysis in this EA. In accordance with
40 CFR 1501.5, agencies must include brief discussions of the alternatives to the Proposed Action under
the requirements of Section 102(2)(E) of NEPA, which requires agencies to study, develop, and describe
appropriate alternatives to recommended courses of action in any proposal that involves unresolved
conflicts concerningalternative uses of available resources. Alternatives shouldbe explored and objectively
evaluated in the EA.

The BLM NEPA Handbook (H-1790-1) indicates that the range of alternatives should explore alternative
means of meeting the Purpose and Need for the action (BLM 2008). The Purpose and Need statement helps
to define the range of alternatives. Within the range of alternatives evaluated, the EA must at least consider
the Proposed Actionand No Action Alternative and provide a description of alternatives eliminated from
furtheranalysis(if any exist), with the rationale for elimination. The agency mustanalyze those alternatives
that are necessary to permit a reasoned choice.

2.1 Proposed Action

Exploration activitieswould consist of utilizing the existing road network for Project access; constructing
approximately two miles of road improvements for existing roads, constructing approximately 6.2 miles of
new, temporary 12-foot-wide exploration drilling access roads (which would be dependent on accessibility
of drill site locations chosen for exploration activities), eight helicopter landing pads, and 65 drill pads to
support exploration in seven drill areas; and constructing 1.8 miles of a new 15-foot-wide access road and
a staging area for access to the Project Area and the underground existing Oro Cruz Mine Portal for
underground exploration within Drill Area 1, all on BLM-administered lands (Figure 2-1). The proposed
disturbance would create up to 20.54 acres of surface disturbance under the Proposed Action. Table 2-1
outlines the total acreage of proposed surface disturbance by type of disturbance and the total disturbance
for the Project.

The exact location of proposed surface disturbance may change based on exploration results as exploration
operations progress; therefore, the full extent of the disturbance locations has not been defined. Each
campaign of drilling would determine the subsequent locations of proposed disturbance based on the
geology or mineralization found. Additional details regarding the Proposed Action, along with specific
safety plans, can be found in the Existing Oro Cruz Pit Area Exploration Plan of Operations (Plan) (SMP
2021) (Appendix A).

Table 2-1 Proposed Surface Disturbance
Surface Disturbing Activity Proposed Surface Disturbance (acres)*
Improvements to Existing Access Roads 1.43
New Project Access Road 3.31
Staging Area 2.80
Drill Area 1 1.85
Drill Area 2 3.83
Drill Area 3 1.69
Drill Area 4 1.18
Drill Area 5 1.19
Drill Area 6 0.77
Drill Area 7 2.48
Total Proposed Surface Disturbance 20.54
Environmental Assessment/Mitigated Negative Declaration August 2023
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Source: SMP 2021

*Total proposed surface disturbance within Drill Areas 1 through 7 includes the acres of the approximately 6.2 miles (non-
consecutive) of proposed temporary drilling access roads anticipated to be constructed within each respective drill area, and the
associated drill pads for exploratory drilling sites.

Project personnel would include one operator and foreman per drill rig and one water truck driver for two
12-hour shifts per day. A geologist would also be on-site each day (Tupper 2022).

Project personnel would access the Project Area in four-wheel drive vehicles. Up to two track-mounted
drill rigs would be used for drilling in the Project Area at once. Generally, a CAT D8 bulldozer, or
equivalent,andatrackhoe and/or hoe ram would be used to constructtheroads and drill sites where needed.
Roads and drill sites would be reclaimed using a bulldozer and/or CAT excavator or equivalent. At any
time, one track-mounted drill rig, two 1,000-gallon water trucks, one 2,000-gallon portable water tank for
water delivery to the Project, up to five support vehicles, one pipe truck, one 125-kilowatt (kW) generator
associated with the drill rig and two 125-kW generators associated with the staging area, two portable air
compressors, and one diesel fuel tank would be present within the Project Area.

The helicopter used for access to the eight proposed drill pads not accessible via road or vehicle and to and
from the staging area would be flown during daylight hours and would originate from the Yuma Airport.
The helicopter would operate up to 10 trips per day during drilling operationsand would provide drilling
crew member access and delivery of water, fuel, and drilling supplies. The helicopter would be in use at
the Project for up to 64 days as drilling operationswould be conducted at each drill site for four to eight
days over the life of the Project.

211 Construction Methods

Staging Area

SMP would construct a 2.8-acre staging area in the Project Area to be used as an ancillary area and for
exploration activities within the proposed Drill Areasand to accessthe underground Oro Cruz Mine portal
for underground exploration. The staging area would house a 1,000-gallon diesel fuel tank and fueling
station, helicopter landing area with a 300-gallon jet fuel tank and refueling station, two diesel-powered
generators, two portable compressors, parking for accessto the underground mine, a small office and dry
shop, and laydown areas for exploration drilling. The staging area would be fenced and gated to prevent
public access during Project implementation and through reclamation.

Drilling Areas and Drilling Procedures

Up to 65 drill sites for boreholes are proposed within the Project boundary using reverse circulation or core
techniques. The boreholes would be sited within seven Drill Areas (Figure 2-1) using a track-mounted drill
rig. The anticipated maximum depth for each borehole is approximately 800 feet. Once each borehole is
completed, drillers would abandon the hole in accordance with the most current edition of State Water
Resources Control Board Bulletin #74-81 and #74-90 prior to continuing on to the next drill site. Each drill
site would require a drill pad that would encompass approximately 0.06 acres of surface disturbance within
the Project Area. Drill pads would be constructed at approximately 60 feet by 40 feet, the area of which
would be cleared in order to hold the drilling collar and sumps for drilling mud (wastewater and fluid),
alongwith all drilling equipment and personnel during construction. Sumps would be approximately 12
feet by 12 feet, six feet deep, and sloped at a ratio of approximately 2H:1V (horizontal to vertical) on one
side to allow for wildlife egress out of the sump, if needed. Any water encountered or generated by drilling
would be fully contained within the drill sumps, which would be backfilled when drilling is completed and
once all water is evaporated.

Helicopter-Accessed Drill Sites

Drill sites requiring helicopter access would be cleared by hand where necessary and would require a drill
area that is at maximum 60 feet by 40 feet. The proposed helicopter drill rigs are unitized to enable
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disassembly, and complete equipment specifications are further described in the Plan (SMP 2021). The
helicopter would be used to complete heavy liftsand deliver the drilling rig components in sequence on a
long-line lanyard for reassembly at each site. A steel skid would be placed directly on the ground surface
if a level drill is able to be established using hand tools. If additional leveling is required, 10-inch by 10-
inch timbers would be used to create a temporary cribbing structure for the skid set to sit on. The cribbing
would not exceed four feet in height at the low elevation points of the drill site. The cribbing would be
fastenedtogether usingsteel spikesandfully disassembledand removed uponcompletionofeachdrill hole.
Helicopter-accessed drill sites would include all drilling equipment and personnel during construction and
operation, as well as two hand dug sumps (12-feet by 12-feet) on the downslope sidehill. A portable toilet
would be provided at each site. No support trucks or water trucks would be provided at the helicopter-
accessed sites, as they would be accessed by helicopter and cleared entirely by hand. Water, fuel, and
supplies required for the drilling process would be delivered by helicopter. When necessary, daily crew
changes would be conducted by helicopter.

Access, Road Improvements, and Construction

Access to the proposed drill pads would be gained via existing and new roadways and via a helicopter
originatingdaily from the YumaAirport. Existing BLM-authorizedaccessroads would be used to the extent
possible, including Interstate 8, Blythe Ogilby Road (State Route 34), and Gold Rock Ranch Road. Where
existing access roadsare not accessible for the Project Area, SMP proposesto construct an estimated 6.2
miles of temporary access roads for exploration drilling. New access roads for exploration drilling would
not disrupt the surface except where necessary to gain safe access. These roads would be used temporarily
for access to the drill sites and would require a 12-foot width for drilling equipment access. New access
roads would be used strictly for Project support vehicles to access the exploration Drill Areas and would
be equipped with signage noting restricted access. The exact location of proposed surface disturbance
associated with the new temporary access roads may change as exploration activities progress, dependent
upon the exact drill sites chosen; therefore, the full extent of the disturbance locations has not been defined
because eachcampaign of drillingwould determine the subsequentlocations of proposed disturbance based
on the geology or mineralization found during drilling activities within each Drill Area. SMP also proposes
to construct an estimated 9,640 linear feet (1.8 miles) of a new 15-foot-wide road for access to the proposed
staging area, which would remain as a post-closure feature after the one to two years of exploratory drilling
has been completed to support reclamation, monitoring, and underground exploration activities, which
would be completed and remaining surface disturbance reclaimed within five years from Project
implementation. The road would be secured from unauthorized access for the duration of the Project,
including post-closure activities. A gate would be constructed and placed across the road along with
implementation of sufficient deterrents (fencing, a berm, or large boulder) on either side of the gate.

The helicopter used for access to up to eight drill pads would be flown during daylight hours and would be
in use up to 64 days at the Project. The helicopter would operate up to 10 trips per day during drilling
operationsandwould providedrillingcrew member access and delivery of water, fuel, and drilling supplies.

To restrictaccessto Drill Areas 1 and 6, where needed, barriers constructed of on-site materials from areas
disturbed by the Project would be installed to prevent unauthorized vehicular traffic from interfering with
the reclamation of access roads, and signs would be posted indicating such roads were accessible for
authorizeduse only. The conceptual locationsof the planned safety barriers (or berms) are shownin Figure
2-1. Berms would be six feet in height and placed along new access routes to prevent public access to the
Drill Areas. To restrict access to Drill Areas 2 through 5 and Drill Area 7, Gold Rock Ranch Road is
equipped with an existing gate at the intersection with Tumco Wash that would serve as a safety barrier
from the Project Area access roads. Road fill would be stabilized and maintained during and following
construction to prevent erosion.

Road construction would be conducted usinga CAT D8 bulldozer or equivalent. Vegetation disturbance
would be avoidedto the maximum extentpossible. No maintenance is planned for improved existing roads,
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asthe Projectwould use existing roads for approximately 12 to 24 months duringactive drilling, after which
the roads would be reclaimed to pre-disturbance conditions through revegetation. Road improvements
would require selected stretches of existing access roadsto be bladed and cleared of vegetation. Most of
the existing roads in the Project Area are approximately six feet wide, and it is assumed that road
improvements would require approximately six feet of additional disturbance for road widening.

Water Management

Water would be required during drilling activities, and the drill holes could encounter groundwater during
such activities. Water for both drilling and dust suppression would be provided by the drilling company via
a water truck and would be procured from the nearby Gold Rock Ranch RV Resort, alocal water purveyor,
and/or the City of Yuma. It is anticipated that two 1,000-gallon water trucks would be required on-site each
day. A 2,000-gallon portable water storage tank would also be available on-site for drilling and dust
suppression.

Potentially encountered groundwater from drilling would be minimal in volume and would mix with
bentonite drilling mud and ground rock at depth withina drill hole. Water would be managed at each drill
site after itis pumped out of the drill holes by recirculating it for use in the drilling process, removing the
water and hauling it away, or by evaporation and allowing solids to settle in excavated mud pits or sumps
at the drill site. The sumps would be backfilled after the water has evaporated and drilling operations have
been completed at the drill site. There would be no discharges outside the drill site or in surface tributaries,
and no pollutants would be discharged in accordance with requirements of the CWA. Additionally, as
required, the Project would be conducted pursuant to the State of California Construction General Permit
for stormwater discharges.

Upon completion of exploration activities, exploratory boreholes would be sealed and abandoned in
compliance with the most current edition of the State Water Resources Control Board Bulletin #74-81 and
#74-90.

Hazardous and Solid Waste Management
No hazardous substances would be used during exploration activities, and no hazardous substances would
be generated by the Project.

Fuel and lubricants would be stored in a reservoir to prevent leakage. During exploratory drilling activities,
the drill rig would be parked on top of plastic sheeting overlain by absorbent clay or shale substances. A
Spill Contingency Plan isoutlinedin Section 4.8 of the Plan (Appendix A) to prevent, control, and mitigate
releases of oil and petroleum products to the environment (SMP 2021).

Solid waste generated by the Project would be collected in appropriate containersand removed from the
Project Area. Project-related refuse would be hauled to an authorized landfill for disposal in accordance
with applicable laws and regulations. No refuse would be disposed of on-site in the Project Area.

Schedule

Project mobilization, road construction, drilling, and borehole abandonment would be completed within 12
to 24 months. Drilling operations would be conducted at each drill site for four to eight days. Construction
activities at the staging area, underground drilling via the Oro Cruz Mine Portal (located within Drill Area
1), and exploratory drilling within Drill Area 1 (Figure 2-1) would be implemented first. It is anticipated
thatone ortwo drill rigs would be in operationatatime within the Project Areaand would operate on either
a 12- or 24-hour-per-day schedule, at 12 hours per shift. Drill Areas would potentially be revisited a second
or third time for additional drill site locations based on the initial findings.
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2.1.2 Reclamation and Monitoring

As stated in Section 1.1, a Reclamation Plan has been prepared for the Project in accordance with the
requirements under SMARA. The proposed exploration operations and site reclamation of the Project is
evaluated within this EA/MND pursuant to CEQA. A summary of the Reclamation Plan is provided below,
and complete details are provided in SMP — Oro Cruz Exploration Project Reclamation Plan (Sespe 2022),
on file with Imperial County (Reclamation Plan #21-0001).

Reclamation Schedule

Exploration activities would occur over approximately two years, inclusive of ongoing reclamation at
completed drill sites throughout the life of the Project, with active drilling exploration expected to occur in
stages over that period. SMP would reclaim the Project Area to a state readily adaptable for land uses
consistent with mining, recreational uses, and open space to complement adjacent land uses. Exploration
and reclamation activities would comply with all Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA) and
California’s Division of Occupational Safety and Health safety regulations concerning operating standards
and operation of equipment (Sespe 2021).

Due to the small-scale nature of the Proposed Action, the Project is not anticipated to result in substantial
environmental impacts and, thus, would not require extensivemonitoringuponclosure. Reclamation would
occur concurrently with exploration activities. Once access to the Project Area is no longer required by
SMP, the Project Area would be reclaimed and revegetated, after which point it would be monitored and
maintained annually in late spring or early summer for three years to ensure that revegetation efforts have
been established and reclaimed areas are stable.

Project reclamation would be completed concurrently for exploratory drilling activities, and monitoring for
the success of reclamation of those areas would be completed within five years of Project implementation.
The access road for accessto Drill Area 1, the staging area, and underground activities at the Oro Cruz
Mine Portal within Drill Area 1 would remain post-closure until underground exploration activities are
completed, which would be completed and remaining surface disturbance reclaimed within five years from
Project implementation.

Drill Pads

Once drilling is completed, each drill pad would be graded and recontoured, and a seed mix would be
applied to reestablish vegetation communities. Revegetation would require site-appropriate, BLM-
approved native seed mixtures. A diverse native plant community would be targeted through the definition
of seed mixtures and application rates. Just prior to seeding, the qualified biologist/revegetation specialist
would determine the final species type and application rates based on the amount and quality of the seeds
that are sourced for the Project. The seed mix would be designed to include native, non-invasive species
that are compatible with the existing landscape and diversity of species and plant type to promote a
sustainable vegetative cover as well as a variety of germination periods and seasonal growth. Detailed
information of the type and amount of seeds planted would be recorded. During construction, the sumps at
each drill pad would house drilling fluids, and the excavated materials would be placed at the sites of the
pads and stored until backfilled into the sumps as part of reclamation, which would be followed by pushing
any salvaged topsoil/subsoils. The sumps would be allowed to evaporate before backfilling would occur.

Roads

The proposed new roads that would be constructed under the Proposed Action would be temporary and
reclaimed concurrently throughout the life of the Project, except for the new road for access to the
underground portal (Figure 2-1), which would be considered the main entrance road to the Project Area
after construction and would remain through completion of underground exploration and post-closure
reclamation and monitoring activities, which would be completed and remaining surface disturbance
reclaimed within five years from Project implementation. The interface between existing roads and the
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proposed temporaryaccess roads would be camouflaged with vertical mulching. Roads would bereclaimed
by placing recovered topsoil/subsoil stored along the roadway edges and blading the surfaces prior to
revegetating. The same seed mix that would be applied to the drill pads would be used for revegetation
alongthe roads. Pre-existingroads would be maintained per existing conditions and would not bereclaimed
as they represent pre-existing disturbance and would continue to be used in the future as they are currently.

Closure of roads that are not needed for post-closure access would involve recontouring fill while
maintaining satisfactory drainage. Roads not needed for post-closure access would be reclaimed. Where
necessary, rock or earthen berms and water bars would be placed to prevent vehicular access and reduce
erosion.

Slopes and Regrading

Significant recontouring and/or revegetation of slopes is not anticipated as no significant slopes would be
created as a result of the proposed exploratory drilling and related ancillary operations. If needed, SMP
would flatten all slopes and floors using mobile equipment to ensure no slopes exceed a 2H:1V (horizontal
to vertical) angle in accordance with the performance standards of SMARA Section 3704. Following
abandonment of the exploratory boreholes, any remaining drill cuttings would be spread out on the drill
pad surfaces and reseeded in accordance with the revegetation measures discussed below. Proposed
revegetation in applicable portions of the Project Area would help to further stabilize any regraded areas
and slopes and would prevent erosion once roots are established.

Backfilling

No mining excavation would occur as the Project includes exploration drilling activities; therefore,
significant backfilling of materials would not be required, and no mine wastes and/or tailings would be
generated by the Project.

Salvaged Soil

There is limited potential to salvage topsoil and subsoil for useas a growth medium for revegetation; topsoil
and subsoil would be salvaged where feasible by pushing the material along the edge of the drill pads and
along the sides of the proposed new access roads. Once drilling is complete, the stored topsoil and subsoil
would be spread out and reseeded.

Exploratory drilling would utilize mud sumps to house drilling fluids, which would be dug during
development of the drill pads or as part of the drill rig setup. Once drilling is complete, each exploratory
boreholewouldbe abandonedin accordance with Imperial County drilling permit conditions and applicable
state standards. The mudpitswouldbe allowedto evaporate,and the stored excavated materials would then
be reintroduced into the pits, followed by pushing salvaged topsoil/subsoils. Any topsoil or subsoil that is
salvaged would be reseeded as part of the revegetation efforts.

Revegetation

Portions of the Project that are proposed to be reclaimed for open space would be reseeded to establish a
vegetative landscape that is generally similar to the existing plant communities within the Project Area.
Following completion of exploratory drilling, equipment demobilization, and surface preparation of the
roads and drill pads, revegetation activities would be undertaken, including installation of erosion control
devices where necessary, such as waddles; application of seed mix either by hydroseeding or mechanical
broadcasting; and maintenance and monitoring. Prior to application of the proposed seed mixes, SMP would
work closely with a qualified biologist/revegetation specialist to review the final contours, hydrology, and
soil composition of the areas proposed for revegetation to determine optimal broadcast rates and modify
the overall revegetation plan, as appropriate. Revegetation would ultimately be achieved through a
combination of site preparations, planting activities, and ongoing maintenance procedures. A detailed
revegetation plan,including proposed seed mixspecifics, is provided in the Reclamation Plan (Sespe 2022).
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2.1.3 Project Design Features

PDFs would be implemented to protect resources during mineral exploration activities that would be
conducted under the Proposed Action. PDFs that would be implemented under the Proposed Action are
included in the Plan (SMP 2021) and Appendix F.

2.2 No Action Alternative (NEPA)

Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be approved by the BLM. The 626.3-acre project
area would remain available for other existing and future multiple-use activities, including future mineral
exploration and mining activities, or for other purposes, as approved by the BLM.

2.3 Alternatives Considered but not Analyzed in Detail (NEPA)

231 Access Road Restriction Alternative

Under this alternative, the BLM considered restricting access to the Project via the existing access road (an
unnamed BLM road) off of Blythe Ogilby Road that runs through the Tumco Wash (Figure 2-1) to prevent
vehicles and equipment from traveling and operating within the wash. This alternative was assessed to
determine feasibility of restricting Project access away from the washes, thus reducing impacts to desert
tortoise habitat that is used for forage and shelter. This altemative was ultimately dismissed, as the existing
accessroad throughthe TumcoWash (Figure 2-1) wouldrequire noimprovementsand would be necessary
for access to the west and north portions of the Project Area with minimal environmental impacts beyond
existing conditions as the road is currently used by commercial activities for access to existing operations
in the vicinity. Therefore, this alternative was deemed not environmentally reasonable, as road
improvements or new road construction for Project Area access would have greater environmental impacts
than use of the existing access road through the Tumco Wash that does not require improvements. Under
the Proposed Action, SMP has included several PDFs (Appendix F) to minimize impacts to desert tortoise,
and the BLMwould require a mitigation measure for SMP to install exclusionary fencingaround the access
road to prevent desert tortoise crossings and collisions with individual species within the wash.

2.3.2 Seasonal Restriction Alternative

Under this alternative, Project activitieswould be restricted to the summer season (June through August).
This alternative was assessed to determine feasibility of conducting exploratory drilling and associated
activities duringthe recreation off-season whenrecreationalists would be less likely to visitthe Project Area
due to extreme temperatures. This alternative was not carried forward for analysis as the seasonal restriction
would overlap with the avian nesting season (February 1 — August 31), potentially causing additional
impacts to avian species and their nests that are present in the Project Area if exploratory drilling activities
were to commence only during the summer months, making this alternative not environmentally feasible
as it would lead to greater environmental impacts to wildlife species. Additionally, this alternative could
lead to greater human health and safety concems due to Project personnel working in high temperatures
during the summer season, which could lead to unsafe working conditions and greater risk of heat stress.
Therefore, thisalternative was deemed infeasible. Under the Proposed Action, notices would be posted on
the BLM’s website and at designated recreational sites in the area notifying the public of dates and times
that drilling would occur, bringing awareness to potential elevated levels of noise and activity in the Project
Area.
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2.3.3 Helicopter Access Only Alternative

This alternative was assessed to determine the feasibility of accessing all proposed drill sites by helicopter
to minimize surface disturbance. Under this alternative, there would be no construction of new access roads
or any road improvements. This alternative was dismissed from analysis as it was determined that it would
lead to greater human health, safety, and biological concerns; therefore, this alternative was deemed not
environmentally reasonable. As described in the Plan, SMP requiresthe construction of a new road to access
the Oro Cruz Mine Portal and stagingarea within Drill Area 1 (Figure 2-1). The increase in noisegenerated
by helicopter use for access to all drill sites would increase impacts to wildlife and recreation, and human
health and safety would be impacted from the safety concerns of increased helicopter use.
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3.0 Affected Environment and Environmental Impacts

This chapter describes the affected environment and existing conditions that have the potential to be
affected by activities related to the Proposed Action and alternatives described in Chapter 2, as well as the
anticipated environmental impacts and impact analyses of implementing these actions. This chapter
combinesthe discussion of environmental impacts in accordance with the requirements of NEPA and the
analysis of the Project’s potential impacts onthe environmentin accordance with CEQA, which is presented
using the CEQA IS format, specifically Imperial County’s applicable checklist from Appendix G of the
State CEQA Guidelines (CCR, Title 14, Division 6, Chapter 3, 15000-15387).

Tocomply with NEPA, the BLMis required to address specificelementsof the environment that are subject
to requirements specified in statutes, regulations, or by Executive Order (EO). The resources listed in Table
G-1of Appendix G have been reviewed andidentified by BLM resourcespecialists as either 1) not present
in the area impacted by the proposed or alternative actions, 2) present, but not affected to a degree that
detailed analysis is required, or 3) present with potential for relevant impact that needs to be analyzed in
detail in the EA. Table G-1 of Appendix G lists the resources considered for analysis that may be affected
by the Proposed Action or altematives and that are discussed further in this chapter. Those elements listed
in Appendix G that are not present within the Project Area or areas of analysis are not discussed further in
this EA. The IS/MND identifies site-specific conditions and Project-specific impacts, evaluates their
potential significance pursuant to applicable CEQA thresholds, and proposes ways to sufficiently avoid or
mitigate impacts that are potentially significant to less than significant levels. The IS'MND was completed
by Imperial County asthe lead agency analyzingthe Project, specificallyapproval of the Reclamation Plan,
in accordance with CEQA. The information, analysis, and conclusions included in the ISSMND provide the
basis for determining the appropriate document needed to comply with NEPA and CEQA. Based on the
analysis provided herein, it was determined that the Project would not have a significant impact on the
environment through implementation of applicable mitigation measures. The determination of significance
under NEPA occurs viaa FONSI, as appropriate. The FONSI has been prepared under separate cover and
was published, unsigned, for a 30-day public review period concurrent with the EA. Based on the results
of the ISSMND, the BLM and Imperial County determined that an EA/MND was the appropriate NEPA
and CEQA document for the Project per the analysis provided in this chapter.

3.1 NEPA Environmental Impacts

This chapter presents an analysis of the potential environmental impacts of the Proposed Action and the No
Action Alternative inaccordance with NEPA. The analysis areas vary by resource and are discussed under
each respective Affected Environment section below. The analysis of the Project includes direct, indirect,
and cumulative effects. The CEQ Regulations define direct effects as those which are caused by the action
and occur at the same time and place, and indirect effects as those which are caused by the action and occur
later in time or are further removed in distance. In accordance with NEPA, determination of significance is
reserved for the FONSI prepared for the Project, as appropriate. The effects analysis definitions considered
for each of the resources considered for analysis in this chapter are provided below:

Negligible: Impacts to resources could occur, but they would be so slight as to not be measurable or
distinguishable from existing conditions.

Minor: Impacts to resourceswould be measurable or perceptible and local; however, the overall viability
of the resource would not be affected, and without further adverse impacts, the resource would recover.
Impacts would be detectable.
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Moderate: Impacts would be sufficient to cause a change in the resource viability; however, the effect
would remain local. The change would be measurable and perceptible, but the negative effects may be
reversed in the long term.

Major: Impacts would be substantial, highly noticeable, and may be permanent in their effect on resources
without active management.

Short-term: Impacts to resources would occur up to two years, which is the anticipated duration of Project
construction and operations.

Long-term: Impacts to resources would occur past the life of the Project and reclamation, which in total is
anticipated to occur up to five years.

Localized: Impacts are confined to a small part of the resource area of analysis or range, or within the
Project Area.

Regional: Impacts would affect a widespread area beyond the resource’s area of analysis.

Cumulative impacts are determined by analyzing potential impacts from past, present, and reasonably
foreseeable future actions (RFFAs) combined with the action alternatives within the Cumulative Effects
Study Area (CESA) specific to the resources for which impacts may be anticipated. This analysis focuses
on cumulative impacts of the Proposed Action and the action alternatives within the CESA. Major past and
present land uses and disturbances within the CESAs that are projected to continue into the future include
mineral development and exploration, utilities, infrastructure and public purpose projects, and roads.
Dispersed recreation (including hunting and off-highway vehicle [OHV] use) also occurs and is expected
to continue in portions of the CESAs. Past and present actions are included in the affected environment
descriptions in this chapter as they are part of the existing environment. Cumulative impacts are analyzed
forresourceswhereanimpactabove negligible was identified withinthe analysisof environmental impacts.
If the Proposed Action was determined to have a negligible or no impact with the implementation of PDFs
or additional mitigation measures, a cumulative analysis was not completed as there would be no impact to
add to the environment (see BLM Handbook H-1790-1, p. 57). Cumulative impacts for Air Quality,
ACECs, Climate Change, Conservation Lands, Cultural Resources, Environmental Justice, Noise, Travel
and Transportation, Visual Resources, and Water Resources were not included based on the outcome of the
impact analysis herein. The boundaries of the CESAs delineated for a cumulative impacts analysis vary by
resource and considered the extent to which the environmental effect from the Project could be reasonably
detected and defined the geographic area impacted. Cumulative effects were evaluated in terms of the
specific resource, ecosystem, and human community being impacted.

3.2 CEQA Checklist and Impact Analysis

The IS (IS #21-0029) evaluates environmental impacts based in part on the checklist criteria contained in
Appendix G of the State CEQA Guidelines (California Code of Regulations, Title 14, Division 6, Chapter
3, 15000-15387); these questions, which are included in an impact assessment matrix for each
environmental/resource category are guidelines “intended to encourage thoughtful assessment of impacts”
and guide the determination of significance of potential project impacts. Where there is a possibility for the
action to affect a specific resource, there is a discussion of the direction and magnitude of the impact. Each
question is followed by a check-marked box with column headings that are defined below:

o Potentially Significant Impact. This column is checked if there is substantial evidence that a
Project-related environmental effect may be significant. If there are one or more “Potentially
Significant Impacts,” a Project EIR may need to be prepared.
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e Lessthan Significant with Mitigation. This column is checked when the Project may result in a
significantenvironmental impact, butthe incorporation of identified Project revisions or mitigation
measures would reduce the identified effect(s) to a less than significant level.

e Lessthan Significant Impact. This column is checked when the Project would not result in any
significant effects. The Project’s impact is less than significant even without the incorporation of
Project-specific mitigation measures.

¢ No Impact. Thiscolumnischeckedwhenthe Projectwouldnotresultin any impactin the category
or the category does not apply. When the determination in the checklist is “No Impact”, and there
is no possibility for the Project to have an effect on the resource, there is no explanation of the
answer. Where this Project could be presumed to have an effect on the resource in question, there
is an explanation provided for any “No Impact” determinations. All other determinations are
accompanied by an explanation.

3.2.1 Potentially Affected Environmental Factors

The following environmental factors below in Table 3-1 would be potentially affected by this Project.

Table 3-1 Environmental Checklist
X | Aesthetics Xl | Agriculture and Forestry Resources | IX] | Air Quality
X | Biological Resources X | Cultural Resources X | Energy
X | Geology /Soils Xl | Greenhouse Gas Emissions Xl | Hazards & Hazardous Materials
X Hydrology / Water X | Land Use / Planning X | Mineral Resources
Quality
X | Noise X | Population / Housing X | Public Services
Xl | Recreation Xl | Transportation X | Tribal Cultural Resources
X | Utilities/Service Systems | X | Wildfire X | Mandatory Findings of Significance

Detailed descriptionsand impacts from Project activities and the basis for their significance determinations
are provided for each environmental factor in the remainder of this chapter. Relevant laws, regulations, and
policies potentially applicable to the Project Area are discussed in Section 1.4.

3.2.2 Agency Determination

After review of the Initial Study (IS #21-0029, incorporated herein throughout the remainder of this
chapter), the Environmental Evaluation Committee has:

1 Found that the proposed Project COULD NOT have a significant effect on the environment, and a
NEGATIVE DECLARATION will be prepared.

X Found that although the proposed Project could have a significant effect on the environment, there will
not be a significant effect in this case because revisions in the Project have been made by or agreed to by
the Project proponent. A MITIGATED NEGATIVE DECLARATION will be prepared.

[ Found that the proposed Project MAY have a significant effect on the environment, and an
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT is required.

CALIFORNIA DEPARTMENT OF FISH AND WILDLIFE DE MINIMIS IMPACT FINDING:[] Yes
] No
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3.3 Air Quality

331 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-2 provides the impact determinations for air quality based on significance criteria established by the
Imperial County Air Pollution Control District (ICAPCD).

Table 3-2 Air Quality Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Air Quality Criteria Significant Unless Significant
e Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated
a) Comflict with or ob_struct implementation of the [ [ X [
applicable air quality plan?
Result in a cumulatively considerable net
increase of any criteria pollutant for which the
b) | Project region is non-attainment under an O O X O
applicable federal or state ambient air quality
standard?
0 Expose sensitive receptors to substantial n n ¢ [
pollutants concentrations?
Result in other emissions (such as those leading
d) | toodorsadversely affectinga substantialnumber O O O X
of people)?

3.3.2 Affected Environment

The area of analysis is the Project Areaand proposed disturbance footprint, which includes drill areas and
access roads (Figure 3-1). The federal Clean Air Act is the primary controlling legislation over air quality.
Ambientair quality and the emission of air pollutants are regulated under both federal and state law and
regulations. Ambient air quality is affected by the type and amount of air pollutants emitted into the
atmosphere, the size and topography of the air basin, prevailing meteorological conditions, and the
conversionofairpollutantsandotherparticles by a complexseriesof chemical and photochemical reactions
inthe atmosphere. Regulatoryair standards thatare potentially applicable to the Projectincludethe National
Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) andthe California Ambient Air Quality Standards (CAAQS) and
are summarized in Table 3-3. The California Air Resources Board (CARB) is the agency in the State of
California delegated with the responsibility for air quality monitoring via the California Ambient Air
Monitoring Network and administering a State Implementation Plan (SIP), which delineates strategies for
compliance with federal clean air standards (CARB 2021). The CARB additionally is responsible for
overseeing the state’s 35 air pollution control districts (APCDs), which are responsible for issuing pre-
construction and operating permits within their jurisdictions. The ICAPCD is responsible for enforcing the
rules outlined in Regulations | through IX in the California SIP within the district, as well as for
implementing the Prevention of Significant Deterioration Program (EPA 2021a).

Table 3-3 National Ambient Air Quality Standards and California Ambient Air Quality
Standards within the Area of Analysis

. . CAAQS NAAQS
Pollutant | Averaging Period
g (ug/m?) (ug/m?)
24-hour 50 150
PM1o
Annual 20 N/A
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. . CAAQS NAAQS
Pollutant | Averaging Period
g (ug/m?) (ug/m?)
24-hour N/A 35
PM2s
Annual 12 12
1-hour 655 196
3-hour N/A 1,300
SO,
24-hour 105 N/A
Annual N/A N/A
1-hour 339 188
NOx
Annual 57 100
co 1-hour 23,000 40,000
8-hour 10,000 10,000
CARB 2022a

PM 3o = particulate matter 10 microns in diameter or less
PM2s = particulate matter 2.5 microns in diameter or less
SO:2 = sulfur dioxide

NOx = nitrogen oxide

CO = carbon monoxide

pg/m® = micrograms per cubic meter

Climate and Meteorology

The Project Area is located in the northwestern portion of the Cargo Muchacho Mountains of the Imperial
Valley in southeastern California, with elevations ranging from 600 to 800 feet above mean sea level
(AMSL) (SMP 2021).Per data fromthe Gold Rock Ranch Cooperative Station, located approximately three
miles west of the Project Area, average maximum summer (June through August) temperatures are
approximately 106 degrees Fahrenheit (°F), and average maximum winter (December through February)
temperatures are approximately 48°F, and the average annual precipitation is approximately 0.32 inches
(WRCC 2021).

Current Conditions

The BLM published the final Rapid Ecoregional Assessment Report for the Sonoran Desert in 2012
(Strittholt et al. 2012), which examines climate change and other widespread environmental influences
affecting western landscapes to assist with land use planning and resource management. The Sonoran
Desert is considered a subtropical desert that experiences seasonal variability in temperatures, and the
Project Area is located within the subregion of the low and dry Colorado Desert. Over the past several
decades, the weather, vegetation cover, wildfire regimes, and changes in wildlife habitat have evolved,
suggesting a change in climate regime. These changes have been expressed in changes in vegetation
communities and land cover, invasive species encroachment, changes in desert tortoise (G. agassizi and G.
morafkai) and big game habitat and population density, and hydrologic alterations in both quality and
quantity. Persistent wind and water erosion within the Sonoran Desert Ecoregion have also contributed to
changes in soil erosion, leading to higher concentrations of airborne soil particles affecting air quality and
visibility (Strittholt et al. 2012).

The Project Area has been previously disturbed by mining activities, and current surrounding land uses
include prospecting and recreation. The ICAPCD has designated the area of analysis as an attainment area
for all pollutants that have a NAAQS except PMy,.

3.3.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

Travel on access roads and exploratory activities within the Project Area would create emissions, which
would have a potential impact on air quality. Fugitive dust, in the form of PM;, and PM, s, would result
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from operationof the followingequipment: excavator; five supportvehicles; pipetruck; track hoe; hoeram;
two 1,000-gallon water trucks; two portable compressors; one drill rig; two generators; and one bulldozer.

Vehicle emissions, in the form of SO,, NO,, CO, volatile organic compounds (VOCs), greenhouse gases
(GHGs), and hazardous air pollutant (HAP) emissions would occur any time the internal combustion
engines on Project vehicles or aircraft (i.e., helicopters) are operating. An emissions inventory was
compiled using US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)-Air Pollution 42 emission factors. Although
unlikely, the two largest phases of the Proposed Action, construction and operations, were conservatively
assumed to occur at full capacity, during the same time, to calculate a scenario of potential maximums. The
emissions generated by the Project were compared to the EPA’s significant emission rates (40 CFR 52.21)
to determine Project impacts on air quality. The calculated tons of emissions for the above identified
pollutants, as well as the EPA’s significant emission rates, are provided in Table 3-4.

Table 3-4 Annual Emissions Associated with the Proposed Action
Project Emissions Summary* (tons/year)

Emission Type PM PMao PM:s SOz NOx CO | VOCs | GHG CO2e .';'(ﬁ[\;
Fugitive 30.36 7.79 079 | 000 | 000 | 0.00 | 0.00 0.00 0.00
Emissions

Non-Fugitive 0.28 0.28 067 | 003 | 1090 | 1762 1.04 3,021 0.07
Emissions

EPA Significant 25 15 10 40 40 | 100 | 50 75,000 25

Emission Rate
Federal
Conformity NA 100 100 100 100 100 50 NA NA
Threshold

CO2¢ = carbon dioxide equivalent

NA = not available

* Project emissions in this table include both the construction and operations phases under the Proposed Action with controls
(i.e., watering for dust suppression).

As shown in Table 3-4, maximum yearly predicted emissions generated from the Proposed Action would
be below the EPA’s significant emission rates, except for PM, which would exceed the EPA significant
emission rate of 25 tons per year. Airborne PM is a mixture of many chemical species of pollutants,
including PM,, and PM, s, rather than a single pollutant. Some PM particles less than 10 micrometersin
diameter can pose human health risks as they can get deep into the lungs or bloodstream, and finer particles
less than 2.5 micrometers in diameter post the greatest risks as they can lead to more chronic conditions
(EPA 2023Db). Particles deposited on a lung surface can cause tissue damage and lung inflammation.
Emissions of PM have also been shown to reduce visibility outdoors and adversely affect climate and
ecosystems (CARB 2023). As noted above, the annual predicted emissions under the Proposed Action in
Table 3-4 include both the construction and operations phases of the Project to estimate the maximum
emissions; however, all phases of the Project would not be continuously operating simultaneously. The
highest emissions under the Project would result from exploratory drilling and laydown yard activities,
which would occur simultaneously for approximately four to six monthsduring the first year of the two-
year Project operations. After Project start-up, activities would occur more dispersed over time due to the
intermittent nature of exploratory drilling. Therefore, the estimated annual emissions would not reach the
maximum emissions shownin Table 3-4 asall phases ofthe Projectwould notbe operating simultaneously
each year, leading to much lower overall emissions that would not exceed any federal thresholds. Federal
Conformity de minimis thresholds are not available for PM, CO,,, or HAPs; however, predicted Project
emissions forall otherpollutants would bein below theapplicable Federal Conformity de minimis threshold
given in 40 CFR 93.153(b) and would not exceed the federal annual emissions thresholds.
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In addition to the annual maximum emissions summarized in Table 3-4 above, maximum daily emissions
resulting from the Proposed Action were also calculated. The daily operational emissions anticipated to be
generated by the Proposed Action were compared to the ICAPCD’s emission thresholds (ICAPCD 2022)
to determine if Project impacts on air quality require a comprehensive air quality analysis. The calculated
daily emissions from the Proposed Action, as well as the ICAPCD operational emissions thresholds, are
provided below in Table 3-5.

Table 3-5 Daily Operational Emissions Associated with the Proposed Action

Project Emissions Summary (lbs/day)

Emission Type PMio | PM2s | SOz NOx CO VOCs
Proposed Action Operational | g o5 | 5007 | 022 | 117.97 | 10741 | 1056
Emissions
ICAPCD Operational

150 550 150 137 550 137

Emission Thresholds
*Proposed Action emissions included fugitive and non-fugitive emissions

As shown in Table 3-5, maximum daily operational emissions generated from the Proposed Action would
be below the ICAPCD’s emission thresholds. Emissions were calculated using Tier 111 emission factors for
non-road diesel engines specified in 40 CFR 1039. Anticipated daily operational emissions under the
Proposed Action would be below the ICAPCD emissions thresholds. Asdiscussed above relative to federal
conformity of anticipated emissions, the highest emissions under the Proposed Action would result from
exploratory drilling and laydown yard activities, which would occur simultaneously for approximately four
to six monthsduringthe firstyear of the two-year Project operations. After Project start-up, activities would
occur more dispersed over time due to the intermittent nature of exploratory drilling. Consistent with
ICAPCD guidelines and Imperial County requirements, construction and operation emissions have been
quantified separately and compared to the appropriate thresholds in Tables 3-6 and 3-7 below (note that
Table 3-5 above also summarizes the maximum daily operational emissions associated with the Proposed
Action). Perthe PDFsfor fugitivedustcontrol in Appendix F, SMP would comply with allapplicable State
of Californiaand ICAPCD rules for fugitive dust emissions and GHG emissions. The following relevant
standard mitigation measures for construction combustion equipment specified in Section 7.1 of ICAPCD
CEQA Air Quality Handbook (ICAPCD 2017) would be implemented:

e Use of alternative fuel 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 five minutes maximum.

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

With the implementation of PDFs for fugitive dust control to commit to state and county emissions
requirements as stated above and included in Appendix F, the BLM required mitigation measures listed
below, and because the conservative emissions inventory provided above for construction and operations
to occur at the same time would be unlikely over a full year, Project emissions for all pollutants would be
below all thresholds in Table 3-4 and Table 3-5 and would, overall, be in conformance with federal
emissions thresholds (40 CFR 93.153(b)). As the implementing authority for the Clean Air Act for projects
located in Imperial County, the ICAPCD would be responsible for issuing the permit for operation of
stationary sources and the Project would be required to comply with all conditions of the ICAPCD pemmit.
Impacts to air quality under the Proposed Action would be negligible, short-term, and localized.
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To further reduce the anticipated PM emissions from road construction, helicopter use/landing, and daily
use, the BLM would require the following mitigation measures:

e Idling of all vehicles would be reduced to a minimum necessary for operational capacity.

e The staging area would be stabilized using BLM approved methods during use, and staging area
soils would be stabilized upon Project completion.

3.34 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be approved by the BLM; however, the area would
remain available for other multiple-use activities as approved by the BLM. Impacts to air quality are not
anticipated under the No Action Alternative except for those occurring under existing conditions.

3.35 Impact Analysis (CEQA)
a) Would the Project conflict with or obstruct implementation of the applicable air quality plan?

Less Than Significant: The Project is located in the Salton Sea Air Basin under the jurisdiction of the
ICAPCD. The ICAPCD’s CEQA Air Quality Handbook (ICAPCD 2017) is the primary guidance document
by which potential air quality impacts from residential, commercial, and industrial developments can be
quantified and the level of significance determined pursuantto CEQA. Inadditionto the CEQA Air Quality
Handbook, the ICAPCD hasalso preparedvarious implementation and maintenance plans that outline steps
and rules meant to reduce pollutant emissions and bring the region back into attainment for certain
pollutants. Specifically,the ICAPCD haspublished State Implementation Plans (SIPs) related to ozone (O,)
and particulate matter (both PMy, and PM,5).

Per the CEQA Air Quality Handbook, the ICAPCD generally notes that a detailed project-specific
consistency analysis “is required for large residential developments and large commercial developments,
which are required to develop an EIR and/or a Comprehensive Air Quality Analysis Report” (ICAPCD
2017) and “should demonstrate compliance with the most recent ozone Air Quality Attainment Plan
(AQAP) and PMy, State Implementation Plan (SIP)” (ICAPCD 2017). A proposed project should also
demonstrate compliance with the Imperial County Rules and Regulations as well as applicable state and
federal regulations.

Because the Project is a relatively small-scale industrial drilling exploration project, and not a large
residential or commercial development, a comprehensive consistency analysis is not required. The Project
would also comply with regional air quality rules promulgated by the ICAPCD, as applicable, and
participate in reducing regional air pollutant emissions, including those covered by the published SIPs,
through compliance with these applicable rules. Furthermore, as discussed under CEQA Criteriab) below,
with the implementation of the standard ICAPCD mitigation measures disclosed under Section 3.3.3 above
and the BLM required mitigation measures, Project-specific air emissions during both the construction and
operational phases would not exceed the applicable ICAPCD numerical threshold published within the
CEQA Aiir Quality Handbook (ICAPCD 2017). Therefore, through compliance with applicable rules and
regulations, and implementation of required control measures, the Project would not conflict with or
obstruct implementation of an applicable air quality plan, and impacts would be less than significant with
no mitigation required.

b) 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?
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Less Than Significant: See response to CEQA Criteriaa) above. No, the proposed Project would not 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. CEQA defines cumulative
impacts as two or more individual effects which, when considered together, are either significant or
“cumulatively considerable,” meaning they add considerably to a significant environmental impact.

By its very nature, air pollution is largely a cumulative impact. The non-attainment status of regional
pollutants is a result of past and present development. Future attainment of state and federal ambient air
quality standards is a function of successful implementation of the ICAPCD’s attainment plans.
Consequently, the ICAPCD’s application of thresholds of significance for criteria pollutants is relevant to
the determination of whether a project’s individual emissions would have a cumulatively significant impact
on air quality.

As discussed in the CEQA Air Quality Handbook (ICAPCD 2017), the ICAPCD has established
significance thresholds to assist lead agencies (in this case the county) in determining whether a proposed
project may have a significant air quality impact. Projects whose emissions exceed the thresholds of
significance for both the construction and operational phases would be deemed to have a potentially
significant adverse impact on air quality. Thus, if Project emissions (change from baseline) exceed
thresholds for NO,, ROG, PM,,, SO,, CO, or PM,s, then the Project would result in a cumulatively
considerablenetincrease of a criteria pollutant for which the ICAPCD is in non-attainment under applicable
federal or state ambient air quality standards.

Based upon the proposed Project activities with the potential to generate criteria pollutants (e.qg., vehicles,
mobile equipment, drill rig operations, etc.), the Project’s air emissions were quantified. See Appendix E,
which includes a summary of the estimate Project air emissions, for both construction and operational
activities. Tables 3-6 and 3-7 below were taken from the CEQA Air Quality Handbook and summarize the
applicable numerical thresholds by which the Project’s emissions should be compared to determine
potential significance pursuant to CEQA. Note that per ICAPCD guidance, for industrial development
projects the ICAPCD indicates that the thresholds in Table 3-7 should be used only to determine
significance of the emissions from mobile sources, as stationary source emissions are already subject to
mitigation according to ICAPCD Rule 207 (New and Modified Stationary Source) and Rule 201 (Permits
Required).

Table 3-6 ICAPCD Thresholds of Significance for Project Construction
Parameters PMzo (Ibs/day) ROG (lbs/day) NOx (Ibs/day) CO (Ibs/day)
Construction 35.12 4.35 63.65 59.50
Threshold 150 75 100 550
Significant No No No No

Note: Project construction emissions would be generated as a result of “road construction” and “drill site construction.” See
Appendix E for details regarding the emissions calculations.

Table 3-7 ICAPCD Thresholds of Significance for Project Operations
Parameters NOx ROG PMuo SO« CO PMz2s
(Ibs/day) (Ibs/day) (Ibs/day) (Ibs/day) (Ibs/day) (Ibs/day)
Operations 117.97 10.56 98.90 0.22 107.41 20.07
Threshold 137 137 150 150 550 550
Significant No No No No No No

Note: Project construction emissions would be generated as a result of “exploratory drilling” and “laydown yard activities.” See
Appendix E for details regarding the emissions calculations.
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Project air emissions resulting from construction activities are estimated to be below the applicable
ICAPCD construction thresholds for all pollutants. Project air emissions resulting from operational
activities are estimated to be below the applicable ICAPCD operational daily thresholds for all pollutants.
Furthermore, with the implementation of standard mitigation measures for construction combustion
equipmentfrom the ICAPCD CEQA Air Quality Handbook (ICAPCD 2017), as specifiedabovein Section
3.3.3, which were not accounted for in the emissions estimates presented above, the Project would generate
fewer pollutant emissions than was conservatively accounted for in Table 3-6 and Table 3-7 above.

Furthermore, while construction PMy, emissions can vary greatly depending on the phase of construction,
level of activity, and other factors, there are feasible mitigation or control measures that can be reasonably
implemented to significantly reduce PM;, emissions. Because particulate emissions from construction
activities have the potential of leading to adverse health effects as well as nuisance concerns, such as
reduced visibility, all projects are required to mitigate construction impacts by regulation. The CEQA Air
Quality Handbook (ICAPCD 2017) presents a summary of standard mitigation measures for the control
PM,, as adopted by the ICAPCD in a set of rules, collectively known as Regulation V111 (Fugitive Dust
Rules). Another source of construction-related emissions comes from the use of diesel-powered
construction equipment, which has been known to produce ozone precursor emissions and combustion-
related particulate emissions. In accordance with ICAPCD requirements, these standard construction
mitigation measures would be implemented to reduce PM;, and ozone precursor emissions during road and
drill pad construction. Specifically, the Project would comply with ICAPCD Regulation VIII - Fugitive
Dust Rules, specifically Rules 800 through 806, which prescribe measures for the management of
windblown dust. Additionally, consistent with ICAPCD Rule 801, SMP will develop a site-specific
Operation Dust Control Plan. SMP will submit the Operation Dust Control Plan to the ICAPCD, and
consistent with Rule 801 requirements, approval would be obtained a minimum of 10 days prior to the first
ground disturbing activities as a result of the Project.

Therefore, through implementation of the ICAPCD’s standard construction fugitive dust controls and
standard construction mitigation measures, the Project would not 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. Because the Project would not result in a significant net increase in
criteria pollutant emissions, the Project would have less than significant impacts related to criteria air
pollutant emissions.

c) Would the Project expose sensitive receptors to substantial pollutants concentrations?

Less Than Significant: See responsesto CEQA Criteria a) and b) above. No, the proposed Project would
not expose sensitive receptors to substantial pollutant concentrations. Sensitive receptors include schools,
playgrounds, childcare centers, long-term health care facilities, rehabilitation centers, convalescent homes,
hospitals, retirement homes, and residences. The closest sensitive receptor is the Gold Rock Ranch RV
Resort located approximately 2.3 miles west of the Project Area.

When evaluating whether a development proposal that has the potential to result in localized impacts, the
nature of the air pollutant emissions, the proximity between the emitting facility and sensitive receptors,
the direction of prevailing winds, and local topography must be considered.

The ICAPCD does not have any published numerical thresholds related to Project-specific toxic or
hazardous air pollutant emissions. Project activities that could potentially result in Toxic Air Emissions
(TAC:s) include operations of equipment and vehicles, which would generate Diesel Particulate Matter
(DPM), as well as disturbance of soils, as various substances found in fugitive dust emissions could
potentially resultin health risks (e.g., metalsand crystalline silica). However, dueto the relatively low level
of on-site industrial activity, and the large distance between the Project Area and the nearest sensitive
receptor, the Project’s potential health risk impacts are considered low. Furthermore, in accordance with
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EPA requirements, total annual emissions of Hazardous Air Pollutants (HAPs) were estimated. Total
Project HAPs emissions were estimated to be 0.04 tons per year, which is well below the applicable
National Emission Standards for Hazardous Air Pollutants (NESHAP) limit of 10 tons per year applied to
“area sources.”

Due to the distance between the Project site and nearby receptors, the proposed exploration activities, the
short-term nature of the Project (i.e., operations would be limited to 12 to 24 months),and the fact that SMP
would comply with applicable Imperial County rules and regulations required to limit air emissions, the
Project would not expose nearby sensitive receptors to substantial pollutant concentrations; therefore, there
would be less than significant impacts related to TAC emissions.

d) Would the Project result in other emissions (such as those leading to odors adversely affecting a
substantial number of people?

No Impact: See response to CEQA Criteriaa), b), and c) above. No, the proposed Project would not result
in other emissions, such as odor, adversely affecting a substantial number of people. None of SMP’s
proposed exploration operations (i.e., drill pad/access road formation, exploratory drilling, ancillary
activities) would generate significant odor emissions that could impact nearby receptors. The Project also
does not fall within one of the designated “Potential Odor Sources” categoriesoutlined in the ICAPCD’s
CEQA Air Quality Handbook. The Project would comply with applicable ICAPCD rules, regulations, and
permit conditions, including those that control odor; therefore, the proposed Project would not adversely
affect a substantial number of people, and no impacts would occur.

3.4

34.1

Agriculture and Forest Resources

Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-8 provides the determination of impacts to agricultural and forest resources. When determining
significant environmental effects to agricultural resources, lead agencies may refer to the Califomia
Agricultural Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Model (1997) prepared by the California Department of
Conservation as an optional model to use in assessing impacts on agriculture and farmland. In determining
whether impacts to forest resources, including timberland, are significant environmental effects, lead
agencies may refer to information compiled by the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection
regarding the state’s inventory of forest land, including the Forest and Range Assessment Project and the
Forest Legacy Assessment project, and forest carbon measurement methodology provided in Forest
Protocols adopted by CARB.

Table 3-8 Agriculture and Forest Resources Environmental Checklist
Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Agriculture and Forest Resources Criteria Significant Unless Significant
o Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated
a) | Convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or
Farmland of Statewide Importance (Farmland), as
shown on the maps prepared pursuant to the
Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program of O O O X
the California Resources Agency, to non-
agricultural use?
b) | Conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use,
or a Williamson Act Contract? - - - X
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¢) | Conflict with existing zoning for, or cause
rezoning of, forest land (as defined in Public
Resources Code section 12220(g)), timberland
(as defined by Public Resources Code section O O O X
4526), or timberland zoned Timberland
Production (as defined by Government Code
Section 51104(g))?

d) | Resultin the loss of forest land or conversion of
forest land to non-forest use? U U U X

e) | Involve other changes in the existing
environment which, due to their location or
nature, could result in conversion of Farmland, to O O O X
non-agricultural use or conversion of forest land
to non-forest use?

3.4.2 Affected Environment

There are no grazing allotments that overlap the Project Area and no forest resources are present; therefore,
this resource was not analyzed further under the NEPA requirements for the affected environment or
environmental impacts for each alternative, per the determination in Table G-1 of Appendix G.

3.4.3 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

a) Would the Project convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or Farmland of Statewide
Importance (Farmland), as shown on the maps prepared pursuant to the Farmland Mapping and
Monitoring Program of the California Resources Agency, to non-agricultural use?

No Impact: No, the proposed Project would not convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or Farmland
of Statewide Importance. The Project is located in a remote desert area of the Tumco mining district in the
Cargo Muchacho Mountains, and the Project Area has been previously disturbed by historical mining
operations. Current surrounding land uses include prospecting and recreation. No Prime Farmland, Unique
Farmland, or Farmland of Statewide Importance are mapped within the Projectarea (California Department
of Conservation, 2018). As shown on the “Imperial County Important Farmland 2018 map produced by
the State Department of Conservation (DOC) Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program
(https:/iwww.conservation.ca.gov/dIrp/fmmp/Pages/Imperial.aspx), the entire Project site and adjacent
areas are designated as “Other Land.” As such, no impacts to Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or
Farmland of Statewide Importance would occur because of the Project.

b) Would the Project conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, or a Williamson Act Contract?

No Impact: See response to CEQA Criteria a) above. No, the proposed Project would not conflict with
existingzoningforagricultural use,oraWilliamson Actcontract. As discussedabove, the Project is located
in a remote area of the Tumco mining district in the Cargo Muchacho Mountains. Neither the Project site
nor surrounding areas are currently used for agricultural purposes. Per the current Imperial County General
Plan (Imperial County, 2015), specifically the Land Use Map (updated March 1, 2007) and Zoning Map
(Zone 70), the entire Project site hasa General Plan designation of “Recreation/Open Space” and a Zoning
designation of “BLM?”. Neither the Project site nor surrounding areas are zoned for agricultural use or are
under a Williamson Act contract, and no zoning changes are proposed. Therefore, no impacts would occur.

c) Would the Project conflict with existing zoning for, or cause rezoning of, forest land (as defined in
Public Resources Code section 12220(g)), timberland (as defined by Public Resources Code
section 4526), or timberland zoned Timberland Production (as defined by Government Code
Section 51104(g))?
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No Impact: No, the proposed Project would not conflict with existing zoning for, or cause rezoning of,
forest land, timberland, or timberland zoned as Timberland Production. As discussed under CEQA Criteria
a) and b) above, the Project area is located in remote desert area that has been previously disturbed by
historical mining activities. The Project area is not zoned for forest land or timberland, and no zoning
changesare proposed. Therefore, no impacts pertainingto zoning for forest land or timberland would occur.

d) Would the Project result in the loss of forest land or conversion of forest land to non-forest use?

No Impact: No, the proposed Project would not result in the loss of forest land or conversion of forest land
to non-forestuse. Asdiscussedunder CEQA Criteriab) andc) above, the Project site and surrounding areas
are comprised of undeveloped desert lands that have been disturbed by historical mining activities, and
areas currently used for prospecting and recreation. No forest land exists within or adjacent to the Project
site. Therefore, no impacts related to the loss of forest land or conversion of forest land to non-forest use
would occur.

e) 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 or conversion of forest
land to non-forest use?

No Impact: No, the proposed Project does not involve other changes in the existing environment, which,
duetotheir location or nature, could resultin conversionof Farmlandto non-agricultural use, or conversion
of forest land to non-forest use. As discussed under CEQA Criteriaa), b), ¢) and d) above, the Project site
and surroundingareas are comprised of undevelopeddesert lands, previously disturbed by historical mining
activities, and currently used for prospecting and recreation. The Project site and the surrounding areas do
not contain farmland or forest land (DOC, 2022); therefore, the proposed Project would not result in the
conversion or loss of agriculture or forest land, and no impacts would occur.

3.5 Areas of Critical Environmental Concern

3.5.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

ACECs are not a separate resource category analyzed in the IS under CEQA, therefore, no determinations or
environmental impacts are provided for a CEQA impact analysis herein.

352 Affected Environment

The area of analysis for impacts to ACECs includesthe Project Area, as the majority of the Project Area
falls within the Picacho ACEC (Figure 1-1). The Picacho ACEC consists of approximately 184,500 acres
of land to protect cultural and biological resources while providing compatible recreational opportunities
in the Colorado Desert and Lake Cahuilla Ecoregions (BLM 2016). ACECs are public lands where special
management is required in order to protect the area’s values. To be eligible for designation as an ACEC, an
areamustmeetcriteriaforbothrelevanceandimportance. An ACEC possesses significant historic, cultural,
or scenic values, fish or wildlife resources, natural processes or systems, or natural hazards. The Picacho
area was designated as an ACEC based on critical habitat for desert tortoise populations, preservation of
wilderness character, and numerous prehistoric and historic archaeological sites within the area, which
include remnants of the Tumco historic gold mining district and the Quechan Area of Traditional Cultural
Concern (BLM2016). Mineral entrywithin the Picacho ACEC has notbeenwithdrawn; therefore, locatable
mineral exploration and development is not prohibited on lands within the ACEC. The DRECP specifies
that development in the Picacho ACEC is limited by a ground disturbance cap of below one percent
however disturbance caps are not something that can be used to rejecta project’s Plan of Operations or
Notice level activities under the Mining Law of 1872. Disturbance capswould effectively deny access to
exploration and mining development from areas that have exceeded the disturbance cap; however, denying
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access to areas that are open to mineral development would violate the Mining Law of 1872. The DRECP
includes guidance on how BLM will manage discretionary actions, such as mineral material sales, which
are subject to BLM mitigation policies under the DRECP. Under the Mining Law of 1872, projects
regulated under 43 CFR 3809 are not discretionary in the same sense, and BLM must enforce the
performance standards under 43 CFR 3809.420. Many of the LUPA-wide CMAs are relevant to those
performance standards and can be applied; however, mitigation, particularly off-site mitigation, is not
something BLM is able to require for projects that are regulated under the Mining Law of 1872, but onsite
mitigation, which is included in 43 CFR 3809.420(a)(4), is allowed. Mitigation is defined under 43 CFR
3809.5 and would need to be associated with compliance with other federal laws (e.g., ESA, NHPA, etc.).

3.5.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

As described above, disturbance caps cannot be used to reject a project’s Plan of Operations for projects
regulated under the Mining Law of 1872 and the requirements of 43 CFR 3809. However, potential
mitigation for impacts to ACECs may include one or more of the following per 40 CFR 1508.20: (1)
Avoiding the impact altogether by not taking a certain action or parts of an action; (2) Minimizing impacts
by limiting the degree or magnitude of the action and its implementation; (3) Rectifying the impact by
repairing, rehabilitating, or restoring the affected environment; (4) Reducing or eliminating the impact over
time by preservation and maintenance operations during the life of the action; and (5) Compensating for
the impact by replacing or providing substitute resources or environments. Where project components are
proposed to occur on undisturbed land, the DRECP would otherwise require additional compensatory
mitigation, but compensatory off-site mitigation is not within BLM’s discretion to require for Mining Law
actions within the FLPMA framework. Situations where BLM lacks discretion to require compensatory
mitigation are recognized in the DRECP as an exception to the disturbance mitigation requirement (BLM
2016, p.35, p.17848). BLM has further elaborated on the topic of mitigation in the Federal Register/Vol.
65, No. 225/Tuesday, November 21, 2000/Rules and Regulations p. 70012. There, BLM acknowledges that
Section 302(b) and 303(a) of FLPMA, 43 U.S.C. 1732(b) and 1733(a), and the mining laws, 30 U.S.C. 22,
provide BLM the authority for requiring mitigation within certain contexts; however, the final rule does not
require compensatory mitigation. BLM thus requires mitigation to prevent unnecessary or undue
degradation where such mitigation can be performed onsite; however, operators may voluntarily commit to
performing off-site mitigation (including compensatory mitigation). Mitigation requirements would be
fulfilled through the measures elaborated in the PDFs (Appendix F) and through adherence to the 43 CFR
3809.420 performance standards. Under the Proposed Action, SMP has committed to specifically avoid the
resources the Picacho ACEC is designated to protect, including biological and cultural resources
(Appendix F), which isin line with the first provisionof 40 CFR 1508.20 as described above. In accordance
with the DRECP, the Project must comply with all relevant CMAs for ACECsas provided in Appendix B
and Appendix F. With the implementation of the PDF to avoid the protected resources of the Picacho
ACEC (Appendix F) and commitment to the CMAs (Appendix B and Appendix F), impacts to the Picacho
ACEC from the Proposed Action are anticipated to be negligible, short-term, and localized. Furthermore,
all surfacedisturbance would be reclaimed concurrently with exploratory drillingactivities, and monitoring
for the success of reclamation of those areas would be completed within five years of Project
implementation. The only exception is the temporary portal access road for access to Drill Area 1, the
staging area, and underground activities at the Oro Cruz Mine Portal within Drill Area 1, which would be
reclaimed within five years from Project implementation once monitoring and underground activities are
completed. Potential impacts to cultural resources and to Native American religious concerns and
traditional values are discussed in further detail in Section 3.8 and 3.14, respectively.

354 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be approved; therefore, impacts to the Picacho
ACEC are not anticipated.
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3.6 Climate Change, including Greenhouse Gas Emissions

3.6.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)
Table 3-9 provides the impact determinations for GHG emissions.
Table 3-9 Greenhouse Gas Emissions Environmental Checklist

Potentially

Potentially Significant Less Than No
Greenhouse Gas Emissions Criteria Significant Unless Significant
N Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated

Generate greenhouse gas emissions, either directly
a) | orindirectly, that may have a significantimpact on [l [l X ]
the environment?

Conflict with an applicable plan or policy or
b) | regulation adoptedforthe purpose of reducing the O O X O
emissions of greenhouse gases?

3.6.2 Affected Environment

The area of analysis for climate change, including GHG emissions, is the Project Area and the proposed
disturbance footprint, which includes the proposed Drill Areas and access roads (Figure 3-1). Climate change
is defined by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) as a change in the state of the climate
that can be identified (e.g., by using statistical tests) by changes in the mean or the variability of its properties
and that persist foran extended period, typically decades or longer. It refers to any change in the climate over
time, whether due to natural variability or as a result of human activity (IPCC 2013).

Ongoing scientific research has identified anthropogenic GHG emissions as potential impacts to the global
climate. GHGs occur naturally as well as through man-made processes. Through complex interactions on a
global scale, GHG emissions lead to a netwarming of the atmosphere. GHGs have been found to be capable
of trapping heat in the atmosphere by decreasing the amount of heat radiated by the Earth out to space. GHG
emissions are comprised of many separate chemicals, but the most notable is carbon dioxide (CO,).
Industrialization and the burning of fossil fuels have increased the levels of CO, in the atmosphere over the
past century. The EPA hasformed a correlation of the various gasses with CO, so that any particular GHG
can be shown as a carbon dioxide equivalent (CO.e). This methodology allows gaseous emissions to be
reduced to the CO,e and compared with area wide GHG emissions on a local, state-wide, country-wide, or
global level.

The EPA estimated the national GHG emissions in 2019 (the most recent year for which national and state of
Californiadata has been tabulated) were 6,571.7.4 million metric tons of CO,e. As provided above in Section
3.3.2,the EPA Significant Emission Rate for GHG CO,e is 75,000 tons peryear. The EPA categorized the
major economic sectors contributing to US emissions of GHGs in 2020 as follows (EPA 2022):

Electric power generation (25.1 percent)

Transportation (28.5 percent)

Industry (23.1 percent)

Agriculture (10.1 percent)

Commercial, residential sources and U.S. Territories (13.2 percent)

CARB estimated California’s statewide GHG emissions in 2019 (the most recent year for which datahasbeen
tabulated) at 418.2 million metric tons of CO,e. The major economic sectors contributing to Califomnia’s
emissions of GHGs in 2019 were as follows (CARB 2022b):

e Electric power generation (14 percent)
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Transportation (41 percent)

Industry (24 percent)

Agriculture (7 percent)

Commercial, residential sources (14 percent)

Sources of GHG emissions in the vicinity of the Project Area include vehicles (including OHVs) traveling
to, from, and within the area of analysis, and construction and operation for mineral and energy
development. GHG emissions are likely to increase as these activities increase. Warmer and more arid
conditions coupled with seasonal variability in precipitation events have led to limited water supplies and
severe droughts in several parts of California. Models show significant increases in maximum monthly
temperatures, with the Sonoran Desert Ecoregion expected to undergo general warming with a greater than
35°F increase by 2060 in some areas, with greater increases in temperature projected to occur during the
winter months. Potential effects of these forecasts on the landscape could include increased frequency and
duration of droughts, expansion of invasive speciesthat lead to increased risk of wildfire, increased wind
erosion, changes in vegetation communities as forage and habitat for wildlife, and changes in wildfire
regimes (Strittholt et al. 2012). Current climate conditions in the state of California have increased over the
last decade, including rising temperatures and decreasing precipitation leading to more frequent wildfires
and increased drought. Eight of the ten warmest years on record for California occurred between 2012 and
2022 (OEHHA 2022). California GHG emissions peaked in 2004 but have been on adownward trend since
and have remained below California’s GHG emissions reduction goal since 2016 (OEHHA 2022).

3.6.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

Climate change is a far-reaching and long-term issue that has and would continue to impact the area of
analysis, its resources, and management beyond the timeframe of the Proposed Action. Although many
effects of climate change are considered known or likely to occur, specific impacts to the area of analysis
cannot be determined exactly with the current level of understanding. Climate change is inherently a
cumulative effect from numerous contributing factors (i.e., increased in GHG concentrations and various
land uses) and can typically be seen by review of reported trends of regional climatology. No single project
is large enough to impact climate change; therefore, the discussion herein considers cumulative
environmental impacts. Muchdepends onthe rate atwhich temperatures continueto rise and whether global
emissions of GHGs can be mitigated before serious ecological thresholds are reached. California GHG
emissions peaked in 2004 but have been ona downward trend since and have remained below California’s
GHG emissions reduction goal since 2016 (OEHHA 2022). As discussed above in Section 3.3.3, GHG
emissions from the Proposed Action would occur any time the internal combustion engines on Project
vehicles are operating and as a result of vehicular travel to and from the Project Area each day by Project
personnel. An emissions inventory was compiled using US EPA-Air Pollution 42 emission factors
(Appendix E). Based on the anticipated emissions from vehicles, generators, drilling equipment, and
helicopters for temporary road and drill site construction, exploratory drilling, and laydown yard activities,
the Proposed Action would result in maximum yearly predicted GHG emissions of 3,021 metric tons. The
anticipated Project emissions are below the EPA Significant Emission Rate for GHG CO,e emissions of
75,000 tons per year, as identified above in Section 3.3.3. The 3,021 metric tons of predicted GHG
emissions from the Proposed Action would be equivalent to GHG emissions from 672 passenger vehicles
driven for one year or energy use for 381 homes for a year. The estimated 3.021 metric tons of GHG
emissions is also equivalent to the GHG emissions avoided and/or offset by 0.84 wind turbines running for
one year (EPA 2023b). Anticipated annual Project and daily operational GHG CO,e emissions under the
Proposed Action would be below both the EPA significant emissions (75,000 tons per year)and the
SCAQMD emissionsthresholds (10,000 metric tons per year for industrial projects, described further in
Section 3.6.5 below). Due to the low emission rates from the Proposed Action, climate change influences
are not likely to be affected. Additionally, climate change would not impact the Proposed Action as
equipment availability, timing (one to two years for active drilling plus three years for reclamation and
monitoring), drilling locations, temporary access road construction requirements, and exploration capacity
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would not be impacted by factors of climate change influences such as increased temperatures and
decreased precipitation. Potential impacts resulting from GHG emissions associated with the Proposed
Action are expected to be negligible as CO,. emissions would not exceed the regulatory thresholds
described above and are not large enough to change the observed course of climate change in any detectible
way; overall, impacts would be short term, and localized.

3.6.4 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be approved and therefore, related impacts to
climate change and GHGswould not occur. Potential impactswithin the areawould continueto occur under
existing conditions.

3.6.5 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

In response to climate change, California implemented Assembly Bill (AB) 32, the “California Global
Warming Solutions Act of 2006.” AB 32 required the reduction of statewide GHG emissions to 1990
emissions levels (essentially a 15 percent reduction below 2005 emission levels) by 2020 and the adoption
of rulesand regulations to achieve the maximum technologically feasibleand cost-effective GHG emissions
reductions. On September 8, 2016, the Governor signed Senate Bill (SB) 32 into law, extending AB 32 by
requiring the State to further reduce GHG emissions to 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2030 (the other
provisions of AB 32 remain unchanged). On December 14, 2017, the CARB adopted the 2017 Scoping
Plan, which provides a framework for achieving the 2030 target. The 2017 Scoping Plan relies on the
continuation and expansion of existing policies and regulations, such as the Cap-and-Trade Program and
the Low Carbon Fuel Standard, and implementation of recently adopted policies and legislation, such as
SB 1383 (aimed at reducing short-lived climate pollutants including methane, hydrofluorocarbon gases,
and anthropogenic black carbon) and SB 100 (accelerated the Renewables Portfolio Standard to increase
procurement from eligible renewable energy resources to 33 percentof total retail sales by 2020, 60 percent
by 2030, and 100 percent by 2045). The 2017 Scoping Plan also puts an increased emphasis on innovation,
adoptionof existingtechnology, and strategicinvestmentto supportits strategies. As with the 2013 Scoping
Plan Update, the 2017 Scoping Plan does not provide project-level thresholds for land use development.
Instead, it recommends local governments adopt policies and locally appropriate quantitative thresholds
consistent with a statewide per capita goal of 6.0 metrictons (MT) of CO,e by 2030 and 2.0 MT of CO.e
by 2050 (CARB 2017).

Most recently, CARB adopted an updated to the Scoping Plan in 2022, which evaluated four development
scenarios for California, and their potential for reducing GHGs. The summary below provides an overview
of the alternatives designed and considered for the energy and industrial sectors in this update. Full details
of each scenario considered can be found in the Draft 2022 Scoping Plan Update (CARB 2022)

e ScopingPlan Scenario (modelingscenario Alternative 3 fromthe Draft): carbon neutrality by 2045,
deploy a broad portfolio of existing and emerging fossil fuel alternatives and clean technologies,
and align with statutes, Executive Orders, Board direction, and direction from the governor.

e Alternative 1: carbon neutrality by 2035, nearly complete phaseout of all combustion, limited
reliance on carbon capture and sequestration and engineered carbon removal, and restricted
applications for biomass-derived fuels.

o Alternative 2: carbon neutrality by 2035 and aggressive deployment of a full suite of technology
and energy options, including engineered carbon removal.

o Alternative 4: carbon neutrality by 2045, deployment of a broad portfolio of existing and emerging
fossil fuel alternatives, slower deployment and adoption rates than the Scoping Plan Scenario, and
a higher reliance on CO2 removal.
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The Imperial County Regional Climate Action Plan (ICTC 2021), published by the Imperial County
Transportation Commission in 2021, is the County’s long-range plan that outlines specific strategies for
how the region would work towards reducing GHG emissions in accordance with statewide targets set by
CARB. The proposed Project’s consistency with the Regional Climate Action Plan is discussed belowunder
CEQA Criteria b).

a) Would the Project generate greenhouse gas emissions, either directly or indirectly, that may have
a significant impact on the environment?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the proposed Project would not directly or indirectly generate GHG
emissions that may have a direct or indirect significant impact on the environment. As discussed in Section
3.3and Section 3.9, Project GHG emissions would primarily result from fuel consumption. Note the Project
would not consume electricity, which is an indirect source of GHG’s as a result of power generation.

Based upon the proposed Project activities (vehicles, mobile equipment, drill rig operations, etc.), The
Project’s annual GHG emissions were quantified as provided in Section 3.3.3. Neither the County nor the
ICAPCD have published GHG thresholds that can be utilized for Project-specific CEQA significance
determination; therefore, the screening thresholds published by the South Coast Air Quality Management
District (SCAQMD) were used to evaluate potential significance of the Project’s GHG impacts. In
December of 2008, the SCAQMD Governing Board adopted an interim GHG significance threshold for
projects where the SCAQMD is a CEQA lead agency. This interim established a threshold for 10,000 MT
of CO,e emissions per year for industrial projects. SCAQMD has also proposed a screening-level threshold
of 3,000 MT CO.e per year for commercial and residential projects. As shown in Table 3-10, Project GHG
emissions are well below the applicable SCAQMD GHG screening threshold for industrial projects.

Table 3-10 Estimated Project Greenhouse Gas Emissions

Parameters COze (MT per year)
Project Emissions 3,021
SCAQMD Screening Threshold (commercial/residential projects) 3,000
SCAQMD Screening Threshold (industrial projects) 10,000
Exceeds Screening Threshold(s)? No

Note: see Appendix E for summary of predicted air emissions.

Note that GHG emissions were quantified for the Project for disclosure purposes. As discussed above,
climate change is a cumulative effect, and no single project is large enough to impact climate change.
Further, although the Project is estimated to generate up to approximately 3,021 metric tons of GHGs per
year from combustion of gasoline/diesel fuels, these fuels are regulated near the top of the supply chain. As
such, each citizen of California (including SMP as the proponent of the Project) has and would continue to
necessarily purchase fuels produced in a way that is acceptable to the Californiamarket. Therefore, the
estimated Project GHG emissions are consistent with the AB 32 Scoping Plan, and the Project would meet
its fair share of the cost to mitigate the cumulative impacts of global climate change. This concept is
reflected in both the 2017 and subsequent 2022 Scoping Plans, which regulates fuels at a level in the supply
chain above the Project, such that the Project has no choice but to use fuel energy in California that is
already regulated. The Project therefore does not have its own GHG emissions but is simply a location in
which GHG emissions are taking place as a result of fuel that is already regulated.

For the reasons discussed above, the Project would not generate additional GHG emissions, either directly
orindirectly, thatmayhaveasignificantimpacton the environment, and therewould be lessthan significant
impacts.

b) Would the Project conflict with an applicable plan or policy or regulation adopted for the purpose
of reducing the emissions of greenhouse gases?
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Less Than Significant Impact: As discussed under CEQA Criteria a) above, the Project would not
significantly increase GHG emissions, and Project GHG emissions are not expected to be cumulatively
considerable. Nonetheless, the Regional Climate Action Plan (ICTC 2021) was reviewed to determine the
Project’s consistency with specific goals meant to reduce GHG emissions. Specifically, Section 4.1 of the
Regional Climate Action Plan describes specific measures that apply to GHG emissions from all sectors
which the County should implement to “close the gap” between the Legislatively-Adjusted Business As
Usual (BAU) emissions forecast and the 2030 and 2050 emissions reduction targets published by CARB.
The County-wide GHG reduction measures were reviewed, and the Project would not conflict with any
specific measure, program, or policy publishedwithin the Regional Climate Action Plan. For these reasons,
the Project is considered consistent with the County’s Regional Climate Action Plan and would not prevent
the County from achieving their GHG reduction goals.

As stated under CEQA Criteria a) above, it is generally recognized that consumers of electricity and
transportation fuels,suchas SMP, are, in effect, regulated by requiring providers and importers of electricity
and fuel to participate in the GHG Cap-and-Trade Program and other statewide programs (e.g., low carbon
fuel standard, renewable portfolio standard, etc.). Each such sector-wide program exists within the
frameworkof AB 32 andits descendant laws, the purposesof whichis to achieve GHG emissionsreductions
consistent with the AB 32 Scoping Plan. Therefore, while the Project would generate short-term (i.e., over
12-to 24-months) GHG emissions dueto combustion of transportation fuels, the GHG emissions associated
with the Project’s fuel consumption would be regulated near the top of the supply-chain as transportation
fuel suppliers and importers are required to report emissions under the Cap-and-Trade, which is designed
to reduce GHG emissions as needed to achieve emissions reductions, described in related planning
documents, primarily the AB 32 Scoping Plan. As such, each citizen of California (including SMP) would
have no choice but to purchase fuels produced in a way that is acceptable to the California market. Thus,
inaddition to the Regional Climate ActionPlan, the Projectwouldalso be consistent with the relevant state-
wide GHG reduction plan (i.e., AB 32 Scoping Plan). The Project would meet its fair share of the cost to
mitigate the cumulative impact of global climate change because SHP is purchasing energy from the
California market.

For the reasons summarized above, the Project would not conflict with any applicable plans, policies or
regulations for the purpose of reducing GHG emissions. Implementation of the Project would not impede
the County from meeting its” GHG emissions reduction goals, including those outlined in the Imperial
County Regional Climate ActionPlan (ICTC 2021). Therefore, therewould be less thansignificantimpacts.

3.7 Conservation Lands
3.7.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Conservation lands is not a resource category analyzed in the IS under CEQA, therefore, no determinations
or environmental impacts are provided for a CEQA impact analysis herein.

3.7.2 Affected Environment

The area of analysis for conservation lands is the Project Area. The area of analysis falls within the CDCA,
designated as California Desert National Conservation Lands, which encompasses 25 million-acres of land
in southern Californiaand makes up 624.2 acres of land (99 percent) within the area of analysis (Figure 1-
1). The BLM administers about 10 million acres of the CDCA. Within the CDCA, the DRECP was
developed as a collaboration between the California Energy Commission, CDFW, BLM, and the USFWS.,
The DRECP LUPA (BLM 2016), which amended the CDCA Plan, was intended to facilitate the
development of utility-scale renewable energy and transmission projects in the Mojave and Colorado
deserts in Californiato reach federal and social resources; however, the DRECP LUPA is applicable across
all of the lands under the jurisdiction of the BLM California Desert District Office.
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CDCA lands have been identified as having national significant ecological, cultural, and scientific values
and are managed to conserve, protect, and restore these values per the Omnibus Public Land Management
Act of 2009 (Public Law 111-11). The primary biological resources goals of the DRECP LUPA are
landscape and habitat connectivity, ecosystem and ecological function, and species conservation. The area
of analysis lies within the Lake Cahuilla ecoregion of the CDCA and makes up less than 0.01 percent of
the total 25 million acres of the CDCA (BLM 2016).

3.7.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

The Proposed Action would result in 20.54 acres of surface disturbance, all anticipated to occur within the
CDCA and specifically the Picacho ACEC National Conservation Lands. The Project would not be located
within a High Potential Mineral Area. All areas of surface disturbance resulting from Project-related
activities would be reclaimed concurrently throughout the life of the surface exploration Project, except for
the proposed new 1.8-mile main access road to the underground portal within Drill Area 1 (Figure 2-1).
The proposed new main access road would be reclaimed following SMP’s completion of underground
exploration activities, The remaining surface disturbance reclaimed within five years from Project
implementation. Per the requirements designated by the DRECP LUPA (BLM 2016), the following CMAs
for National Conservation Lands would be required for implementation under the Proposed Action: NLCS-
CUL-1, NLCS-MIN-2, and NLCS-NSHT-12. These CMAs are described in full under Appendix F.
Impacts to National Conservation Lands from the Proposed Action are anticipated to be negligible, short-
term, and localized.

3.74 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative
Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be approved and associated impacts to conservation

lands are not anticipated; however, potential impacts within the area could occur under existing conditions
as the area would still be available for use by the general public.

3.8 Cultural Resources

3.8.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-11 provides the impact determinations for cultural resources.

Table 3-11 Cultural Resources Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Cultural Resources Criteria Significant Unless Significant
L Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated
Cause a substantial adverse change in the
a) | significance of a historical resource pursuant to ] X ] ]
§15064.5?
Cause a substantial adverse change in the
b) | significance of an archaeological resource
pursuant to §15064.5?
0 Disturb any human remains, including those [ X
interred outside of dedicated cemeteries?
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3.8.2 Affected Environment

The area of analysis for cultural resources is also referred to as the area of potential effects (APE). For the
proposed Project, there is a Physical APE and a Visual, Auditory, and Atmospheric (VAA) APE, which
represents the Visual APE and the Auditory APE (Figure 3-2).

The Physical APE encompasses the Project Area and includes all areas of potential ground disturbing
activity which could result in the potential impacts to cultural resources, and in particular archaeological
sites. The APE encompasses an area sufficient to accommodate all of the Project components under
consideration (i.e., access roads, fencing, drill pads, helicopter landing pads, and staging areas). The
Physical APE encompasses approximately 279 acres, including the seven proposed drill areas and new and
improved access roads proposed under the Project.

The VAA APE combines two separate areas for potential visual and auditory impacts. The Visual APE was
delineated by conducting a viewshed analysis in the vicinity of the Project Area and the Auditory APE was
delineated by conductingnoise modeling of the proposed Projectactivitiesto determinethe extentsto which
historic properties may be affected by the sounds and sights of the proposed drilling and exploratory
activities (Daniels etal. 2022). The purpose of the VAA APE is to assist in the identification of sites or
locations potentially deemed sacred or traditionally important by Native American Tribes that may be
adversely affected by visual obstructions and loud noise levels such that the integrity of the setting and
feeling of the sites is disturbed; evenif only temporarily. To address potential impacts and delineate the
Visual APE, a viewshed analysis was conducted in ArcGIS using seven points each at the centroid of the
Project’s seven proposed drill areas and a height of 40 feet, the tallest height of the proposed drilling
equipment (Stantec 2022a). The extent of potential auditory effects and delineation of the Indirect Auditory
APE was conducted by creating noise contours in a noise modeling software (SoundPlan) to detail the
furthest distance in miles where potential Project noise would attenuate to an imperceptible level with a
maximum of two drill rigs running at once, per the proposed Project activities. The extent of the Auditory
APE incorporates the furthest noise contour where noise would attenuate to a nearly inaudible level to the
human ear; approximately 1.7 miles to the west of the Project Area (Stantec 2022b).

Cultural Resource Sites

A Project-specific Class I11 cultural resource inventory was conducted for the Project Area (Daniels et al.
2022), in accordance with Section 106 of the NHPA. The Class Il inventory included a records search at
the South Coastal Information Center (SCIC), an intensive pedestrian survey within the Physical APE, and
a desktop assessment of effects to cultural resources within the VAA APE. A total of 75 cultural resources
were identified within 1 mile of the Physical APE, 12 of which intersect the Physical APE. The Class llI
survey re-identified the 12 previously recorded sites and documented one newly recorded site (CA-IMP-
13336) within or intersecting the Physical APE (Table 3-12).

Table 3-12  Cultural Resource Sites in the Physical APE

National Register of Historic Places

Site number Site Type Evaluation

Previously Recorded Sites

CA-IMP-1469 Prehistoric Trail Unevaluated

CA-IMP-3297/3300H/3302 Hedges/Tumco Historic Townsite Eligible (Criteria A, C, and D)

CA-IMP-3298 Historic cemetery Unevaluated
CA-IMP-7915 Transmission line Unevaluated
CA-IMP-11343H Golden Queen Mine Not Eligible
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Site number

Site Type

National Register of Historic Places

Evaluation
CA-IMP-11344H Crown Mine Not Eligible
P-13-015600 Mine Unevaluated
P-13-015601 Mine Unevaluated
P-13-015602 Mine Unevaluated
P-13-015656 Mine Unevaluated
P-13-015841 Mine Unevaluated

Newly Recorded Sites

CA-IMP-13336 Prehistoric Ceramic Scatter Unevaluated
P-13-018460 Mine Related -Tailings Unevaluated
P-13-018461 Mine Related — Adit 4 Unevaluated
P-13-018462 Mine Related — Adit 7 Unevaluated
P-13-018463 Mine Related — Prospect Pit 1 Unevaluated
P-13-018464 Mine Related — Prospect Pit 2 Unevaluated
P-13-018465 Mine Related — Prospect Pit 13 Unevaluated

Source: Daniels et al. 2022

CA-SDI-3297/3300/3302 are historic archaeological sites recorded in association with the historic mining
town of Hedges, later known as Tumco. These sites have been evaluated and found eligible for listing on
the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) under Criteria A, C,and D. These NRHP properties would
be avoided through Project design, redesign, or relocation of facilities.

Within the Physical APE, 29 other mining features were identified outside previously defined site
boundaries, including seven adits, 16 prospects, one mine shaft, three rock cairns, a tent pad, and a wooden

cross. The ages of all but six of these features are unknown. The six features are visible on aerial imagery
or topographic quadrangles from the 1960s. The six historic mine features were recorded as archaeological

sites and given the numbers P-13-018460, P-13-018461, P-13-018462, P-13-018463, P-13-018464, and P-
13-018465. These sites have not been formally evaluated for listing on the NRHP.

Within the VAA APE, 25 cultural prehistoric resources were identified that may be in continued use by
Native American individuals, such as trails, geoglyphs, and rock art sites. Some of the trail segments
identified have been interpreted as historic trails associated with the previous mining activity in the area,
but their use by Native Americans both in prehistoric and historic times cannot be ruled out;
therefore, all identified trail sites were included in the VAA APE assessment. A Traditional Cultural
Property (TCP) has also been identified to extend beyond the VAA APE; however, the full extent of
the TCP has not been physically delineated.

Section 106 of the NHPA consultation with California State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) on the
project, cultural resource inventory APE, and the inventory work plan was initiated April 16, 2021 and
August 10, 2021 respectfully.
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3.8.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

Potential impacts to cultural resources include the following: impacts to historic properties and the TCP
from exploration activities; discovery of inadvertent finds during exploration activities; and discovery of
human remains during exploration activities.

Of the 279-acre Physical APE, 20.54 acres of BLM-administered land would be disturbed under the
Proposed Action. Direct impacts to NRHP-eligible historic properties, including surface or subsurface
disturbance incurred during exploration activities could occur within the Project Area. These potential
impacts could occur during the construction of access routes, staging areas, helicopter pads, drill pads,
and/orexplorationoperations. Any inadvertent cultural resources discovered within a 100-meter areaduring
construction, operations, and/or reclamation would require SMP to cease all work immediately and notify
the BLM Authorized Officer. The BLM Authorized Officer would then evaluate the discovery in
coordination with other consulting parties to determine and implement appropriate treatment, if necessary.
A Monitoring and Discovery Plan will outline the process for addressing inadvertent discoveries,
which will be consulted on before BLM approval.

Direct impacts to known historic properties or unevaluated resources would be avoided through Project
design, redesign, or relocation of facilities where feasible.

Neither of the two prehistoric sites nor the larger TCP identified within the Physical APE have been
evaluated for listing in the NRHP and would be avoided. Precautionary Environmentally Sensitive Area
fencingwould be placed along the access road bordering CA-IMP-1469 to prevent inadvertent impacts.
Additional Environmentally Sensitive Area fencing may be added in other locations at the request of the
contracted archaeological firm in consultation with the BLM. The BLM would also require an additional
mitigation measure, to conduct periodic archaeological monitoring (checking fencing, access routes, and
drill pad locations) by a contracted archaeological firm. With avoidance measures in place per the PDFs
(Appendix F), the resources would be avoided and no adverse impacts would occur.

All of the historic period sites except CA-SDI-3297/3300/3302 have yet to be formally evaluated. Based
on the results of the Class Il inventory, these sites likely lack integrity and research potential (Criterion D),
are not associated with important historical events (Criterion A) or individuals (Criterion B), and do not
represent distinctive examples of structural types or works of master craftsmen (Criterion C) (Daniels et al.
2022). However, SMP has committed to avoidance of all sites.

Visual or noise effects could occur during the construction and operation of the exploration operations
within the VAA APE. Effects would be temporary and may include visual obstructions and loud noise
levels which could affect the integrity of setting or feeling of locations deemed sacred or traditionally
important by Native Americans, such as the TCP. Asnoted above, all known archaeological sites that make
up a part of the TCP within the VAA APE would be physically avoided and no adverse impacts would
occur. Assessment of the Visual APE identified 18 potential sites that may be visually affected; however,
views of the Project would not likely create adverse effects to historic properties and any visual impacts at
identified sites would be temporary. Assessment of the Auditory APE and review of the noise modeling
(described further under Section 3.15) identified that noise levels would be similar to those for a suburban
residential areaat night, a level that would not likely cause adverse effects to significant Native American
resources, and any noise level increases at identified sites would be temporary and intermittent throughout
the life of the Project. Impactsto cultural resources within the VAA APE under the Proposed Action and
with the BLM required mitigation measures would be negligible, short-term, and localized.

BLM-required mitigation measures include the following:

e Aculturalmonitoringandinadvertentdiscovery planwill be preparedin consultationwith the BLM
ECFO archaeologist, Native American Tribes, and CA SHPO and implemented prior to conducting
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fieldwork. Any inadvertent cultural resources discovered during construction, operations, and/or
reclamation would require SMP to cease all work immediately and notify the BLM Authorized
Officer. The BLM Authorized Officer wouldthenevaluatethe discovery in coordination with other
consulting parties to determine and implement appropriate treatment, if necessary.

o All known culturally sensitiveareaswithin 100 feet of grounddisturbingactivities and access roads
will be safeguarded with periodic archaeological monitoring and barrier fencing, in consultation
with the BLM ECFO archaeologist,

e Periodic archaeological monitoring (checking fencing, access routes, and drill pad locations, etc.)
will be conducted by SMP’s archaeological contractor (at least once every 2 weeks during drilling
activities) in consultation with BLM ECFO archaeologist. Participation in the monitoring effort by
Tribes will be recommended.

Section 106 consultation with the SHPO was initiated for the BLM’s cultural resources findings and
determinations on May 19, 2023. The 30-day consultation period with SHPO was completed June 20, 2023.
The BLM received a letter response on June 28, 2023 stating there were no objections to the No Adverse
Effect to Historic Properties determination.

3.84 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be authorized and associated surface disturbances
and indirectauditory and visual effects would notoccur. Therewould be noimpactsto the identified historic
properties.

3.8.5 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

a) Would the Project cause a substantial adverse change in the significance of a historical resource
pursuant to §15064.5?

Less Than Significant Impact with Mitigation: Potential impacts to cultural resources include the
following: direct impacts to historic properties from exploration activities; discovery of unanticipated finds
during exploration activities; and discovery of human remains during exploration activities. Of the 279-
acre Physical APE evaluated, 20.54 acreswould be physically disturbed by the Project. Additionally, the
Project site is entirely within an area previously disturbed by historical mining activities, with surrounding
land uses that include prospecting and recreation. As such, the potential to impact historic resources is
considered low.

Additionally, direct physical impacts to historic properties would be avoided through project design,
redesign, or relocation of facilities where feasible. When avoidance is not feasible an appropriate treatment
plan would be designed, in consultation with the State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) and Califomia
Office of Historic Preservation, to lessen or mitigate project-related effects to historic properties.

All of the historic period sites except CA-SDI-3297/3300/3302 (see Table 3-12 above) have yet to be
formally evaluated. Based on the results of the Class Il inventory, these sites likely lack integrity and
research potential (Criterion D), are not associated with important historical events (Criterion A) or
individuals (Criterion B), and do not represent distinctive examples of structural types or works of master
craftsmen (Criterion C) (Daniels et al. 2022). Nonetheless, the Project has been designed to avoid of all
these sites.

As stated above, the overall proposed Project would be limited in scope (i.e., 20.54 acres of new
disturbance) and duration (12- to 24-months of exploration activities). To ensure the Project’s potential
adverse impacts to cultural resources are avoided, the PDFs, CMAs, and additional mitigation measures as
described above under Section 3.8.3 and included in Appendix F would be required by the BLM and
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Imperial County. These measures would be implemented throughout exploratory drilling construction and
operation and reclamation activities.

Through the implementation of the avoidance and protection measure summarized in Section 3.8.3 above,
the Project would not have an adverse effect on those historic resources not yet formally evaluated.
Therefore, Project impacts would be less than significant with mitigation incorporated.

b) Would the Project cause a substantial adverse change in the significance of an archaeological
resource pursuant to 815064.5?

Less Than Significant Impact with Mitigation: See responseto CEQA Criteriaa) above. As stated above,
the overall proposed Project would be limited in scope (i.e., 20.54 acres of new disturbance) and duration
(12- to 24-months of exploration activities). Additionally, the Project site is within an area previously
disturbed by historical miningactivities, with surrounding land uses that include prospectingandrecreation.
As such, the potential to impact archeological resources is considered low.

Additionally, neither of the two prehistoric sites identified within the Physical APE (see Table 3-12 above)
have been evaluated for listing in the NRHP and would be avoided. Specifically, to ensure the Project’s
potential adverse impacts to archeological resources are avoided, the following protection measure shall be
implemented. The PDFs, CMAs, and additional mitigation measures as described above under Section
3.8.3and included in Appendix F would be required by the BLM and Imperial County. These measures
would be implemented throughout exploratory drilling construction and operation and reclamation
activities. With such avoidance measuresin place, both of the prehistoric sites would be avoided, and no
adverse impacts would occur. Therefore, through the implementation of the avoidance and protection
measure summarized above, the Project would not have an adverse effect on archaeological resources, and
Project impacts would be less than significant with mitigation incorporated.

c) Would the Project disturb any human remains, including those interred outside of dedicated
cemeteries?

Less Than Significant Impactwith Mitigation: See responseto CEQA Criteriaa) andb) above. As stated
above, the overall proposed Project would be limited in scope (i.e., 20.54 acres of new disturbance) and
duration (12- to 24-months of exploration activities). Additionally, the Project site is within an area
previously disturbed by historical mining activities, with surrounding land uses that include prospecting
and recreation. As such, the potential to encounter undiscovered human remains is considered low.

Nonetheless, all ground-disturbing activities have the potential to unearth archaeological sites or human
remains. Therefore, to ensure the Project would avoid inadvertent impacts to undiscovered human remains,
including those interred outside of dedicated cemeteries, the following avoidance and protection measures
would be implemented as described within the PDFs, CMAs, and additional mitigation measures under
Section 3.8.3 and included in Appendix F.

With the specified avoidance measures in place, there would be less than significant impacts to
undiscovered human remains as a result of the Project. Additionally, a Monitoring and Discovery Plan
would be developed for approval by BLM and would address concerns on handling of post-review
discovery of cultural resources. Therefore, through the implementation of the avoidance and protection
measure summarized above, the Project would not have an adverse effect on undiscovered human remains
resources, and Project impacts would be less than significant with mitigation incorporated.
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3.9 Energy

3.9.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-13 provides the determination of Project impacts to energy.
Table 3-13 Energy Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Energy Criteria Significant Unless Significant
o Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated
Result in potentially significant environmental
im ful, inefficien n
a) i pactdu_etowaste ul, inefficie t,orL! necessary [ [ X [
consumption of energy resources, during project
construction or operation?
b) Conflict with or obstruct a statg or local plan for n n ¢ n
renewable energy or energy efficiency?

3.9.2 Affected Environment

This resource is not a supplemental authority considered for analysis by the BLM under NEPA,; therefore,
it is notincluded for further analysis in this section other than pursuant to the CEQA IS requirements.

3.9.3 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

a) Wouldthe Projectresultin potentially significantenvironmental impact dueto wasteful, inefficient,
or unnecessary consumption of energy resources, during project construction or operation?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the proposed Project would not result in a potentially significant
environmental impact due to wasteful, inefficient, or unnecessary consumption of energy resources. As
discussed in Section 3.3, the primary sources of energy consumed as a result of the Project would be fuel
(diesel and gasoline) due to onsite equipment activity (off-road equipment, drill rigs, helicopters, etc.) and
on-road vehicular traffic (employee/contractor vehicles, delivery trucks) traveling to and from the Project
Area.

Fuel energy would be stored onsite within the 1,300-gallon diesel fuel tank, as well as within a 300-gallon
jet fuel tank installed at the Oro Cruz Mine Portal staging area. The Project would receive and unload fuel
to these onsite storage tanks, and equipment and vehicle (including helicopter) refueling would occur at the
designated fueling station within the Oro Cruz Mine Portal. As summarized in Appendix E, the total fuel
energy consumed was estimated as a result of Project operations based on the proposed equipment and
vehicle activity levels. In total, it was estimated that approximately 36,138 gallons of diesel fuel and
approximately 1,500 gallons of JetB fuel would be consumed throughout the life of the Project.

The Petroleum Industry Information Reporting Act (PIIRA) requiresall retail transportation fueling stations
in Californiato file a Retail Fuel Outlet Annual Report (CEC-A15) with the California Energy Commission
(CEC). These stations report retail sales of gasoline, diesel, and other transportation fuels. Compared to the
CEC’s most recent Retail Fuel Outlet Annual Reporting (CEC-A15) Results, which shows that
approximately 24.3 million gallons of fuel was sold in Imperial County during the most recent 2020
reporting year, the Project’s estimated increase in fuel consumption would constitute a nominal
approximate 0.002 percent increases in total annual fuel energy consumption within the County during the
life of the Project (CEC, 2022). It is also important to note that Project fuel consumption would be
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temporary (occurring over a 12- to 24-month period) and would cease once reclamation of the Project Area
is complete.

There are no unusual characteristics or processes involved during Project construction or operations that
would require the use of equipment or vehicles that would be more energy intensive than would be used
for comparable activities or require the use of equipment that would not conform to current emissions
standards and related fuel efficiencies. Additionally, as with all industrial operations in California,
equipment and vehicles used by Project employees and contractors would be subject to stringent federal
and state fuel efficiency standards, which would minimize the potential for inefficient fuel usage.
Specifically, the Project would be required to comply with the provisions of 13 California Code of
Regulations (CCR) Sections 2449 and 2485, which prohibit diesel-fueled commercial motor vehicles and
off-road diesel vehicles from idling for more than five minutes. Heavy equipment would also be subject to
the EPA Construction Equipment Fuel Efficiency Standard (40 CFR Parts 1039, 1065, and 1068) and
CARB’s AB 1493 (i.e., Pavley) regulations, which would also minimize inefficient fuel consumption and
ensure that the fuel efficiency of equipment and vehicles operating on- and off-site would continue to
improve over time. In the interest of cost efficiency and in accordance with federal and state requirements,
onsite employees and contractors would not utilize fuel in a manner that is wasteful or unnecessary during
Project construction and operation phases.

For the reasons outlined above, the proposed Project would not result in a potential impact due to wasteful,
inefficient, or unnecessary consumption of energy resources, and impacts would be less than significant
with no mitigation required.

b) Would the Project conflict with or obstruct a state or local plan for renewable energy or energy
efficiency?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the proposed Project would not conflict with or obstruct a state or
local plan for renewable energy or energy efficiency. As discussed in Section 3.6, the County’s Regional
Climate Action Plan (ICTC, 2021) contains various goals and policies meantto promote reductions in GHG
emissions within the County, and many of the goals and policies center around reducing electricity and fuel
consumption. As discussed in Section 3.6, the County-wide GHG reduction measures were reviewed,
including those pertaining to energy conservation, and the Project would not conflict with any specific
measure, program, or policy published within the Regional Climate Action Plan.

The County has also adopted generalized policies found within the Imperial County General Plan (Imperial
County 2015), specifically within the Renewable Energy and Transmission Element, that support energy
efficiency and/or sustainability that would apply to the Project. Applicable provisions were reviewed, and
the Project would not conflict with any of the goals and policies, or related regulations adopted as part of
the Imperial County General Plan — Renewable Energy and Transmission Element (Imperial County 2015).

As discussed under CEQA Criteria a) above, the Project’s mobile equipment and vehicles would also
comply with federal, state, and regional requirements where applicable. Specifically, the EPA and the
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) have adopted fuel efficiency standards for
medium- and heavy-duty trucks which apply to truck fleet operators, such as the Project proponent. CARB
has also adopted cleaner technology and fuel standards pursuant to AB 1493. While Phase 1 and Phase 2
regulation published by both the EPA/NHTSA and CARB primarily apply to manufacturers of on-road
vehicles and not the end user, it is assumed the Project operator and any contractors would ensure engines
operating onsite are certified in accordance with the appropriate state and federal regulations. This would
ensure that efficiency of mobile equipment and vehicles would continue to improve, asapplicable, over the
life of the Project, through compliance with increasingly stringent standards adopted by applicable
regulatory agencies. The energy modeling for trucks does not take into account specific fuel reductions
from these regulations, as they would applyto fleets as they incorporate newer trucksmeeting the regulatory
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standards; however, theseregulationswould have an overall beneficial effect on reducing fuel consumption
from trucks over time if/when older trucks are replaced with newer models that meet the standards.

The State of California’s Energy Efficiency Strategic Plan (CPUC 2011) outlines specific goals and
strategies to help promote energy efficiency in Califomia’s industrial sector in three (3) areas: 1) Support
industry adoption of energy efficiency by integrating energy efficiency savings with achievement of GHG
goals; 2) Build market value of and demand for energy efficiency; and 3) Provide technical and public
policy guidance for resource efficiency. The Energy Efficiency Strategic Plan promotes reductions in
energy consumption through compliance with GHG emission reductions, water conservation, and proper
waste disposal. Asapplicable, the Project would utilize the best available equipment to improve diesel fuel
efficiency, and equipment that uses energy would implement modem design and technology to maximize
efficiency improvements.

Lastly, as discussed in Section 3.16, the Project is expected to have a de minimis effect on local population
growth (i.e., exploratory operations over the 12- to 24-month Project life would not require a large number
of new onsite employees), and the 2020 Strategic Plan contains no additional control measures with which
the Project may conflict. As discussed above, the Project would continue implementing existing rules and
conform with fleetturnover asapplicable, further reducing the Project’sfuel energy consumption over time.

For the reasons outlined above, the Project would not conflict with or obstruct any statewide, regional or
local energy efficiency plans. As discussed under CEQA Criteria a) above, the Project would not
significantly increase fuel energy consumption, and Project fuel consumption would be temporary and
short-term in nature. Therefore, the Project would not conflict with or obstruct a state or local plan for
renewable energy or energy efficiency, and impacts would be less than significant.

3.10 Environmental Justice

3.10.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Environmental justice is not a resource category analyzed in the IS under CEQA, therefore, no determinations
or environmental impacts are provided for a CEQA impact analysis herein.

3.10.2 Affected Environment

In 1994, EO 12898 — Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populationsand Low-
Income Populations was issued by President William J. Clinton. The purpose of EO 12898 is to focus on
the environmental and human health effects of federal actions on minority and low-income populations
with the goal of achieving environmental protection for all communities. The EO directs federal agencies
to identify and address the disproportionately high and adverse human health or environmental effects of
their actions on minority and low-income populations, to the greatest extent practicable and permitted by
law. The EO also directs each agency to develop a strategy for implementing environmental justice and is
intended to promote nondiscrimination in federal programs that affect human health and the environment,
as well as provide minority and low-income communities access to public information and public
participation (EPA 2018). In 2021, the EO was amended under EO 14008 to secure environmental justice
under consideration for tackling impacts from climate change, and spur economic opportunity for
disadvantaged communities that have historically been marginalized or overburdened by pollution and
underinvestment in infrastructure, housing, and healthcare (Federal Register 2021). Further, in 2022, BLM
Instruction Memorandum IM 2022-059 was released to provide additional guidance on environmental
justice implementation for NEPA analysis in compliance with these regulations and guidelines.

Evaluatingthe potential environmental justice effectsof projects requiresspecificidentification of minority
populations when either: (1) a minority population exceeds 50 percent of the population of the affected
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area; or (2) a minority population represents a meaningfully greater increment of the affected population
than of the population of some other appropriate geographic unit as a whole. For the purposes of this
analysis, ten or more percentage points above the reference population is considered to be a meaningfully
greater increment (Federal Register 1994). A Tribal environmental justice populationis considered as being
present if there are one or more concentrated populations of American Indians living within one or more of
the geographic polygons included in the analysis.

The EPA’s Environmental Justice Screening and Mapping Tool and US Census Bureau data were used to
characterize the minority and ethnic composition of the population within the area of analysis (Table 3-
14). In order to establish a baseline in which to compare the minority and low-income population in the
area of analysis, Imperial County, Californiawas used as a reference population for comparison. The area
of analysis for environmental justice includes four Census block groups, which includes the Project
boundary (Figure 3-4), shown in Table 3-14 below.

Table 3-14  Environmental Justice Indicators Within the Area of Analysis

Area of Analysis Low-Income Minority Tribal

Census Block Group 0602501240021 37% 21% 2.97%

Census Block Group 0602594000012 62% 90% 50.37%

Census Block Group 0602594000022 54% 94% 60.81%

Census Block Group 0602594000032 86% 64% 21.88%
Imperial County, California 24% 89% 1%

Sources: EPA 2021b; Headwaters Economics 2021
! This Census Block Group is contained within the larger Census Block Group 0602512400, shown on Figure 3-4.
2 This Census Block Group is contained within the larger Census Block Group 06025012400, shown on Figure 3-4.

The percentageof the population classified as low-incomein all four block groups analyzedis either greater
than 50 percent or more than 10 percentage points higher than that of Imperial County, California, which
serves as the reference population for this analysis; therefore, a low-income environmental justice
population is present within the area of analysis.

The percentage of the population identified as belonging to a minority group in Census Block Groups
060259400001, 060259400002, and 060259400003 is greater than 50 percent; therefore, a minority
environmental justice population is present within the area of analysis.

There are concentrated populations of Indigenous communities living within Census Block Groups
060259400001, 060259400002, and 060259400003; therefore, an American Indian environmental justice
population is present within the area of analysis.

3.10.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

Low-income, minority, and American Indian environmental justice populations are present within the area
of analysis. Each environmental justice population type was found to be present in multiple Census block
groups analyzed, based on the criteria outlined above. Implementation of any of the alternatives under
consideration is not expected to cause temporary construction impacts to nearby residences and businesses,
including increased noise and dust or changes to travel patterns, due to the remote nature of the Project
Area. The nearest population to be potentially affected by the Proposed Action is Winterhaven,
approximately 20 miles south of the Project Area (Figure 1-1). If impacts were to be realized, communities
as a whole would be impacted, and it is not anticipated that there would be any disproportionate adverse
impacts to environmental justice populations. Therefore, impacts to environmental justice populations
would be negligible, short-term, and localized.
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An additional provision of the CEQ guidance requires consideration of “impacts that may affect a cultural,
historical, or protected resource of value to a Tribe or a minority population, even when the population is
not concentrated in the vicinity.” Impacts to Cultural Resources and Native American Religious Concems
and Traditional Values are analyzed in Sections 3.7 and 3.9, respectively, and discuss impacts to potential
traditional use or historic sites. Ongoing consultation will continue for this Project with all Tribes that have
been contacted and/or expressed interest in the Project, including the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe,
which has been the primary Tribe involved in Government-to-Government consultation for the Project to
date and coordinated with the BLM to identify the TCP. Overall, impacts from the Proposed Action on
environmental justice populations would be negligible as the Proposed Action would not result in a
disproportionate effect on a minority population, low-income population, or Tribal population.

3.10.4 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative
Under the No Action Alternative, the Proposed Action would not be developed, and the associated impacts

to environmental justice would not occur. Impacts to environmental justice populations are not expected
under the No Action Alternative except for those potentially occurring under existing conditions.

3.11 Hazards and Hazardous Materials

3.11.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-15 provides the determination of Project impacts to hazards and hazardous materials.

Table 3-15 Hazards and Hazardous Materials Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Hazards and Hazardous Materials Criteria Significant Unless Significant
N Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated

Create a significant hazard to the public or the
a) | environmentthrough the routine transport, use, or [l [l X L]
disposal of hazardous materials?

Create a significant hazard to the public or the
environment through reasonable foreseeable upset [ [ X ]
and accident conditions involving the release of
hazardous materials into the environment?

b)

Emit hazardousemissions or handle hazardous or
acutely hazardous materials, substances, or waste [ [ [ X
within one-quarter mile of an existing or proposed
school?

c)

Be located on a site, which is included on a list of
hazardous materials sites compiled pursuant to
d) | Government Code Section 65962.5 and, asa [l [l ] X
result, would it create a significant hazard to the
public or the environment?

Fora project located within an airport land use
plan or, where such a plan has not been adopted,
within two miles of a public airport or public use n n n X

e . . -
) airport, would the project result in a safety hazard
or excessive noise for people residing or working
in the project area?
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Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than

Hazards and Hazardous Materials Criteria Significant Unless Significant ImNc;ct
Impact Mitigation Impact P
Incorporated

Impair implementation of or physically interfere
f) | with an adopted emergency response plan or O O O X
emergency evacuation plan?

Expose people or structures, either directly or
g) | indirectly, to a significant risk of loss, injury or O O X O
death involving wildland fires?

3.11.2 Affected Environment

No hazardous substances would be used under the Proposed Action; therefore, no hazardous waste would
be generated by the Project. With the implementation of PDFs described in Appendix F for solid wastes
and the commitment to develop a Spill Contingency Plan, impacts would be minimized; therefore, this
resource was not analyzed further under the NEPA requirements for the affected environment or
environmental impacts for each alternative, per the determination in Table G-1 of Appendix G.

3.11.3 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

a) Would the Project create a significant hazard to the public or the environment through the routine
transport, use, or disposal of hazardous materials?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not create a significant hazard to the public or the
environmentthrough theroutine transport, use, or disposal of hazardous materials. No hazardous substances
would be used in the drilling program, and no hazardous wastes would be generated by the Project. There
would also be no onsite disposal of hazardous materials. Any non-hazardous trash generated by the
contractors would be collected in appropriate containers and removed as required for accordance with
applicable laws and regulations. No refuse would be disposed of onsite.

Hazardous substances used during the Project would primarily include fuels and lubricants, which would
be stored at the drill sites in accordance with the manufacturers prescribed instructions and applicable
regulations. SMPwould also havea fuel tank onsite thatwould containno morethan 1,300 gallons of diesel
fuel within the 2.8-acre staging area.

To prevent the spread of any accidental leakage, fuel and lubricants would be stored in shallow lined
reservoirs at each drill site, or at the designated/secured fueling station located at the Portal Staging area.
Additionally, during drilling operations, the drill rig would be parked on top of plastic sheeting overlain by
absorbent clay or shale (i.e., Oil-Dri, or “kitty litter”) to prevent incidental releases to the ground surface.
A spill prevention kit would also be stored onsite consisting of an oil-only absorbent mat material (i.e., PIG
® adsorbent mat pad) and absorbent clay or shale (i.e., Oil-Dri, or “Kitty litter”).

Prior to commencement of operations, a Spill Contingency Plan would be prepared to describe the
procedures followed by SMP and their contractors to prevent, control, and mitigate releases of oil and
petroleum products to the environment within the Project area. Ata minimum, the spill prevention, control
and countermeasures included in Appendix F would be implemented.

If a spill were to occur, the spill prevention and cleanup measures outlined in the Spill Contingency Plan
would be implemented to contain the spill and prevent contamination. Handling and transfer of potentially
hazardous materials would also follow BMPs, as well as applicable health and safety regulations and/or
local ordinances. SMP would adhere to applicable policies, requirements, and responsibilities for
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evaluation, handling, storage, disposal, transport, and source reduction of hazardous materials/wastes,
including procedures for containment and cleanup of hazardous materials/waste spills, and updating the
appropriate contingency plans. Emergency spill response materials would be readily available to
employees. Employees would be appropriately trained in hazardous materials/waste management
Potentially hazardous waste would be properly removed and transported to an approved offsite facility.

For the reasons outlined above, the Project would not create a significant hazard to the public or the
environment through the routine transport, use, or disposal of hazardous materials, and there would be less
than significant impacts with no mitigation required.

b) Would the Project create a significant hazard to the public or the environment through reasonable
foreseeable upset and accident conditions involving the release of hazardous materials into the
environment?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not create a significant hazard to the public through
reasonably foreseeable upset and accident conditions involving the release of hazardous materials into the
environment. As detailed under CEQA Criteria a) above, minimal amounts of hazardous materials,
primarily fuels, oilsand lubricating fluids, would be used and stored onsite; however, these would be stored
at the drill sites in accordancewith manufacture prescribed instructions andapplicable regulations, and with
designated/protected storage areas. Duringdrilling operations, the drill rigwould be parked ontop of plastic
sheeting overlain by absorbent clay or shale (i.e., Oil-Dri, or “kitty litter”) to prevent incidental releases to
the ground surface. Additionally, a Spill Contingency Plan would be prepared to describe the procedures
followed by SMP and their contractors to prevent, control, and mitigate releases of oil and petroleum
products to the environment within the Project area. Through the implementation site-specific containment
and control measures described in Appendix F, the potential for an accidental release of significant
quantities of hazardous materials that could affect the surrounding environment is low.

Furthermore, although certain hazardous materials (i.e., oils, lubricants, cleaning products) would be
managed/stored at the Project site, employees would be trained to properly recognize, contain, and cleanup
such releases in accordance with SMP’s cleanup procedures outlined in the Spill Contingency Plan in the
unlikely event of an accidental release. For these reasons, accident conditions leading to the release of
hazardous materials that could cause a significant hazard to the public or surrounding environment is
unlikely, and the Project would have less than significant impacts, with no mitigation required.

c) Would the Project emit hazardous emissions or handle hazardous or acutely hazardous materials,
substances, or waste within one-quarter mile of an existing or proposed school?

No Impact: No, the Project would not emit hazardous emissions, materials, substances, or waste within
one-quarter mile of an existing or proposed school. The Projectsite is located in aremote areaof the Tumco
mining district in the Cargo Muchacho Mountainsand is surrounded by undeveloped open space used for
prospecting and recreation. The nearest school is the Rancho Viejo Elementary School, located over 14
miles away from the Project site to the southeast in Yuma, Arizona. Therefore, no Project impacts would
occur relatedto emittingor handling hazardous materials within 0.25mile of an existing or proposed school.

d) Would the Project be located on a site, which is included on a list of hazardous materials sites
compiled pursuant to Government Code Section 65962.5 and, as a result, would it create a
significant hazard to the public or the environment?

No Impact: No, the Project would not be located on a list of hazardous materials sites compiled pursuant
to Government Code Section 65962.5. The proposed Project Area is not located within or near a site
identified by the Department of Toxic Substances Control (DTSC) or the Secretary of Environmental
Protection as being affected by hazardous wastes or clean-up problems. Specifically, the State Water
Resources Control Board (2022) GeoTracker and the Department of Toxic Substances Control (2022)
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EnviroStor databases were reviewed to determine whether the Project site or surrounding area(s) are listed
hazardous material/waste sites or are located neara known contaminated site. Neither the Project site, nor
any sites within the nearby vicinity, are on or near hazardous materials sites identified on a list compiled
pursuantto Government Code Section65962.5. Further, as discussed under CEQA Criteriaa) andb) above,
the proposed Project would not use significant quantities of hazardous material, nor generate hazardous
wastes. Therefore, the Project would not create a significant hazard to the public or the environment related
to hazardous materials sites, and no impacts would occur.

e) Foraprojectlocated within anairport land use plan or, where such a plan has not been adopted,
within two miles ofa publicairportor publicuse airport, would the project resultin a safety hazard
or excessive noise for people residing or working in the project area?

No Impact: No, the Project is not located within an airport land use plan area or within 2 miles of a public
airport or a public use airport, which could result in a safety hazard or excessive noise for people residing
orworkingin the Project Area. The Projectwould notresultin asafety hazard or excessive noise for people
residingorworkingin the Project Area due to proximityto a public airportor public useairport. The Project
site is not located within two miles of a public airport or public use airport. The public use airport nearest
to the Project Area is the Holtville Airport, a relatively small county-owned airport located over 25 miles
away from the Project Area to the west. Therefore, no impacts would occur.

f)  Would the Project impair implementation of or physically interfere with an adopted emergency
response plan or emergency evacuation plan?

No Impact: No, the Project would not impair implementation of or physically interfere with an adopted
emergency plan or evacuation plan. As discussed above, the Project Area is located approximately 35
minutes northwest of Yuma, Arizona, and is accessed via various paved highways graded roads. Drilling
equipment would be trucked to one of two truck unloading points, and then would be mobilized to the drill
sites within the Project Area. Equipment would be unloaded from lowboysonto the existing road at the
unloading points and no improvements are needed to accommodate the unloading of equipment.

Asdiscussed above,the Projectwould repurposeexistingaccess roads to the extent possible, however some
new access roads would be required across BLM land (Figure 2-1). The access routes that would be used
are pre-existing BLM-authorized routes. The proposed drill sites and new access roads would be mostly
located within previously mined and disturbed areas. Interstate 8 (1-8), Blythe Ogilby Road (State Route
34),and Gold Rock Ranch Road are the primary roads thatwould be used for access. Theseaccess/roadway
improvements would help facilitate safe and orderly evacuation of the Project site/surrounding area.

Asdiscussed in Section 3.16, SMP’s explorationactivities would alsonotsignificantly increase the number
of vehicles onlocal public roadways. Specifically, the number of onsite workers/contractors at any given
operating day during the course of the Project would be minimal (estimated up to 13 onsite employees).
Additionally, there are no public facilities or structures in the Project area that would be altered or impacted
by the Project. In the unlikely event of an emergency that would require onsite evacuation, existing
ingress/egress points and public access roads have sufficient capacity to safely evacuate the onsite
employees.

Planning and prevention of fires would also be managed throughout the life of the Project through the
appropriate handling and storage of fuels, inspections and recordkeeping, spill prevention and response
procedures, proper use of safety equipment, resource management training, and fire prevention training.

Prior to commencement of exploratory operations, SMP would also coordinate with local law enforcement
and fire departments to provide 24-hour access as needed for emergency response. Cellular telephone
service is generally available within the Project area site for emergency and other communications. A
satellite phone would also be made available in case of emergencies. Contractors would be trained in proper
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emergency response, incident reporting, and general health and safety issues. All onsite equipment and
vehicles would be maintained in a safe and orderly manner.

Lastly, Imperial County’s Emergency Operations Plan (EOP) (Imperial County 2016) and Multi-
Jurisdictional Hazards Mitigation Plan Update (Imperial County, 2015) were also reviewed. The Project
would not conflict with any applicable provisionsfound in the County’s emergency response or hazard
mitigation plan(s). See Section 3.24 for additional detail.

For the reasons outlined above, the Project would not impair implementation of or physically interfere with
an adopted emergency response or evacuation plan, and no impacts would occur.

g) Would the Project expose people or structures, either directly or indirectly, to a significant risk of
loss, injury or death involving wildland fires?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not expose people or structures, either directly or
indirectly, to a significant risk of loss, injury or death involving wildland fires. The Project site is located
within an undeveloped area, previously disturbed by historical mining activities. Based upon the lack of
natural vegetation androcky, hard-packedsoils, the Project Area would not be especially proneto wildfires.
According to the current Fire Hazard Severity Zone Maps published by the California Department of
Forestry and Fire Protection, the Projectsite is located withina designated “Moderate” Fire Hazard Severity
Zone (within a Federal Responsibility Area [FRA]). None of the Project site or adjacent areas are designated
as “Very High”, “High” Fire Hazard Severity Zone. Section 3.24 further discusses potential impacts
associated with wildfire.

SMP would also implement site-specific fire prevention/protection actions. Ata minimum these actions
would include designating Project fire coordinators, providing adequate fire suppression equipment
(including in vehicles), and establishing emergency response information relevant to the Project Area. As
discussed above, SMP would maintain a 2,000-gallon portable water storage tank onsite for dust
suppression; however, in the unlikely event of an onsite fire, this water would also be available to assist in
firefighting operations. SMP would ensure that all mobile equipment be equipped with fire extinguishers,
hand tools, and first aid kits.

In the event of an initial, small fire that does not create enough smoke, flame, and heat to prevent fighting
the fire using a hand-held fire extinguisher or a small water hose, and providing no one would be
endangered, SMP personnel and/or contractors would use make a reasonable effort to extinguish the fire.
If two or more people are present, one would fight the fire while one reportsto 911 the size, type, and
location in the event the fire grows out of control. Personnel would not directly engage any fire which is
beyond the incipient stage (i.e., a fire which has progressed to the point it has substantially involved any
structure/equipment).

The Project would not require the use or storage of significant quantities of flammable materials onsite.
Management of flammable materials stored onsite would be conducted in accordance with applicable
regulations. As stated above, onsite vehicles would contain fire extinguishers, and onsite staff would be
trained in fire suppression in accordance with SMP’s standard protocols. Additionally, none of the proposed
structures would be prone to fires and would not be directly associated with any heat generating devices.
SMP would also generally maintain the Project area and kept devoid of vegetation and brush.

For these reasons, the Project would not expose people or structures, either directly or indirectly, to a
significant risk of loss, injury or death involving wildland fires, and impacts would be less than significant
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3.12 Land Use and Planning

3.12.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-16 provides the determination of Project impacts to land use and planning.
Table 3-16  Land Use and Planning Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Land Use and Planning Criteria Significant Unless Significant
e Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated
a) | Physically divide an established community? O [l ] X

Cause a significantenvironmentalimpactdue to a
conflict with any land use plan, policy, or

regulation adopted for the purpose of avoiding or O O O X
mitigating an environmental effect?

b)

3.12.2 Affected Environment

No existing Right-of-Waysor land useauthorizations occur within the Project Area; therefore, this resource
was not analyzed further under the NEPA requirements for the affected environment or environmental
impacts for each alternative, per the determination in Table G-1 of Appendix G.

3.12.3 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

a) Would the Project physically divide an established community?

No Impact: No, the proposed Project would not physically divide an established community. As stated
above, the Project is located in a remote area of the Tumco mining district in the Cargo Muchacho
Mountains, 14 miles southeast of the operating Mesquite gold mine in Imperial County, California. The
Tumco Historic Mine is a historic and recreational area managed by the BLM for uses such as hiking,
prospecting, wildlife viewing, and photography within western portions of the Project Area. The Project
site is entirely within an area previously disturbed by historical mining activities, with surrounding land
uses that include prospecting and recreation. The Project Area is undeveloped, not located within an
established community, and does not serve asa means of moving through or connecting to a community or
neighborhood.

There are no established communities within or immediately adjacent to the Project. For these reasons, the
proposed Project would not physically divide an existing community, and no impacts would occur.

b) Would the Project cause a significant environmental impact due to a conflict with any land use
plan, policy, or regulation adopted for the purpose of avoiding or mitigating an environmental
effect?

No Impact: No, the Project would not conflict with any land use plan, policy, or regulation adopted for the
purpose of avoiding or mitigating an environmental effect. The Project site is located within a historical
mining area. Per the current Imperial County General Plan and Zoning Ordinance, the Project site has a
designation of “Recreation/Open Space” and a current Zoning designation of “BLM”. SMP’s proposed
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Project operations (i.e., exploratory drilling) are allowable within these County land use designations.
Additionally, the Project does not require changes to the Imperial County General Plan or Zoning
designations, nor would the Project conflict with any land use designations/land use plans in order to
mitigate an environmental effect.

Project activities would also be consistent with applicable zoning designations and land use requirements
publishedby Imperial County. Therefore, the proposed Projectwould not cause a significantenvironmental
impact due to a conflict with a land use plan, policy, or regulation adopted for the purpose of avoiding or
mitigating an environmental effect, and no impacts would occur.

3.13

3.13.1

Mineral Resources

Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-17 provides the determination of Project impacts to mineral resources.

Table 3-17 Mineral Resources Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Mineral Resources Criteria Significant Unless Significant
o Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated

Result in the loss of availability of a known
a) | mineral resource that would be of value to the ] ] X ]
region and the residents of the state?

Result in the loss of availability of a locally

b) |m|gortant mineral resource recovery S|t_e_ n [ X [
delineated on a local general plan, specific plan or
other land use plan?
3.13.2 Affected Environment

The Proposed Action would not involve the removal of large quantities of earth that may potentially lead
to structural instability. A small amount of material would be removed from boreholes and would not affect
potential mineral resources in the ground; therefore, this resourcewas notanalyzed further under the NEPA
requirements for the affected environment or environmental impacts for each alternative, per the
determination in Table G-1 of Appendix G.

3.13.3 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

a) Resultin the loss of availability of a known mineral resource that would be of value to the region

and the residents of the state?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, there would be no loss of availability of a known mineral resource
that would be of value to the region and the residents of the State. Conversely, the Project proposes to
conduct exploratory drilling to determine if future development of valuable mineral resources, specifically
gold and silver, would be economically feasible. The SMARA requires the State Geologist to classify
mineral lands to help identify and protect mineral resources in California; however, the Project area has not
been mapped through a Mineral Land Classification (MLC) study or assigned a specific Mineral Resource
Zone (MRZ) using the State’s mineral land classification system. Accordingly, the Project would not result
in the loss of availability of a known mineral resource that would be of value to the region and the residents
of the State, and less than significant impacts would occur.
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b) Resultin the loss of availability of a locally important mineral resource recovery site delineated
on a local general plan, specific plan or other land use plan?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not result in the loss of availability of a locally
important mineral resource recovery site delineated on a local general plan, specific plan, or other land use
plan. As discussed under CEQA Criteriaa) above, the Project site is not located within a State-designated
MRZ mineral resource recovery area. However, according to Figure 8 (Existing Mineral Resources) within
the Conservation of Open Space Element of the Imperial County General Plan (Imperial County 2015), the
Project is mapped within an area noted for having active “gold” mines and commodities. As discussed
above, the Project proposes to conduct exploratory drilling to determine if future development of valuable
mineral resources, specifically gold and silver, would be economically feasible. Accordingly, the Project
would notresult in the loss of availability of a locally important mineral resource recovery site delineated
on a local general plan, specific plan or other land use plan, and no new impacts would occur. Conversely,
the Project proposesto conduct exploratory drilling to determine if future development of valuable mineral
resources would be viable, which represents a less than significant impact.

3.14  Native American Religious Concerns and Traditional Values

3.14.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-18 provides the determination of Project impacts to Tribal cultural resources (nomenclature based on
Imperial County IS form).
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Table 3-18

Tribal Cultural Resources Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Tribal Cultural Resources Criteria Significant Unless Significant
N Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated

Would the project cause a substantial adverse
change in the significance of a tribal cultural
resource, defined in Public Resources Code
Section 21074 as either a site, feature, place, [ [ X ]
culturallandscape that is geographically defined in
terms of the size and scope of the landscape,
sacred place or object with cultural value to a
California Native American tribe, and that is:

(i) Listed or eligible for listing in the California
Register of I_—|istqrica| Resources, or ip a _Iocal _ [ [ ¢ n
a) | register of historical resources as define in Public
Resources Code Section 5020.1(k), or

(ii) A resource determined by the lead agency, in
its discretion and supported by substantial
evidence, to be significant pursuant to criteria set
forth in subdivision (c) of Public Resources Code
Section 5024.1. Inapplyingthe criteria set forth is [l [l X ]
subdivision (c) of Public Resource Code Section
5024.1, the lead agency shall consider the
significance of the resource to a California Native
American Tribe.

3.14.2 Affected Environment

The BLM considers the views of Native Americans prior to BLM decisions or approvals that could result
in changes in land use, physical changes to lands or resources, changesin access, or alienation of lands
(BLM 2016). In accordance with the NHPA (P.L 89-665), NEPA, FLPMA (P.L. 94-579), the American
Indian Religious Freedom Act of 1978 (P.L. 95-341), the Native American Graves Protection and
Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) (P.L. 101-601) and EO 13007, the BLM must provide affected Tribes an
opportunity to comment and consult on the proposed Project. The BLM must attempt to limit, reduce, or
possibly eliminate any negative impactsto Native American traditional/cultural/spiritual sites, activities,
and resources.

The area of analysis for Native American Religious Concerns and Traditional VValuesis the same as the
VAA APE (see Section 3.8; Figure 3-2). The area of analysis is located within the traditional territory of
the Quechan Indian Tribe ofthe Fort Yuma Indian Reservation, Californiaand Arizona (Daniels etal. 2022;
NCIDC 2022). The BLM invited the following additional Tribes into consultation whom may have an
interest in the Project Area and activities within Imperial County, including the Barona Band of Missions
Indians, Campo Band of Mission Indians, Cocopah Indian Tribe, Colorado River Indian Tribes,
Ewiiaapaayp Band of Kumeyaay Indians, lipay Nation of Santa Ysabel, Jamul Indian Village, Kwaaymii
Laguna Band of Indians, La Posta Band of Kumeyaay Indians, Manzanita Band of Kumeyaay Indians,
Mesa Grande Band of Mission Indians, San Pasqual Band of Dieguefio Indians, Sycuan Band of Kumeyaay
Nation, Torres-Martinez Desert Cahuilla Indians, and Viejas Band of Kumeyaay Indians. Traditionally, the
Quechan Indian Tribe utilized lands or resources within the general Project Area and during the 30-
day review period of this EA they identified a TCP that encompasses the Project Area and extends
beyond the boundaries of the Physical and VAA APEs. The full extent of the TCP has not been
delineated. Consultation
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with Native American tribes is ongoing to understand what if any potential adverse effects the proposed
project may have to sensitive areas having religious or cultural importance.

Quechanterritory extended from just south of the Gila River-Colorado River confluence north to at least
Palo Verde and Cibola valleys and probably as far north as the Big Maria and Riverside mountains where
they abutted Mohave territory (Daniels et al. 2022). Currently, the Quechan reside near EI Centro,
California and Yuma, Arizona on the Fort Yuma Indian Reservation, California and Arizona. The
reservation encompasses approximately 45,000 acres bordering Arizona, California, and Baja Califomia,
Mexico. The Tribe currently has over 3,200 members and is largely an agricultural community. Fort
Calhoun, the predecessor to Fort Yuma, was constructed in 1849 as a US military outpost. The original
buildings burned and were rebuilt as Fort Yuma in 1855. The Fort was abandoned and transferred to the

US Department of the Interior and the Quechan Indian Tribe in 1884 (Quechan Tribe 2022). The Quechan

relied on riverine resources as well as agriculture. The Quechan and other Tribes practiced small scale
agriculture, collected and stored wild plant foods with the most important being screwbean mesquite, and
hunted and fished (Daniels et al. 2022).

On March 31, 2021, the BLM sent letters to 16 tribes initiating formal government-to-government
consultation on the Plan, in accordance with the NHPA and other legal authorities. Communication
and consultation with Tribes continued over the course of the next two years and on April 13, 2023,
the BLM sent letters to 16 Tribes initiating formal consultation on the Section 106 findings and effects
determination for the Project. The list of Tribes contacted and a summary of the consultation letters sent by
the BLM for this project is provided in Section 4.1.1. Government-to-government and Section 106 of
the NHPA tribal consultation is ongoing, and as part of the consultation process, notification of
publication of this EA was provided to the tribes.

Table 3-19 includes a list of coordination meetings between the BLM and Tribes that followed Project
initiation.

Table 3-19 BLM and Tribal Meetings on the Proposed Action To Date

Date Coordination Description

July 12, 2021 Government-to-Government consultation meet_ing bz_etween the BLM and
' representatives of the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe.

April 15, 2021; May 19,

2021; June 23, 2021; July 22,

2021; August 25, 2021; . i . . . .
October 19, 2021: November Monthly BLM Project coordination meetings with the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe

30, 2021; January 12, 2022; Historic Preservation Officer.

February 15, 2022; March 15,
2022; June 9, 2022

Site visit conducted at the Project Area hosted by the BLM and attended by
September 20,2022 representatives of the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe and the Campo Band of
Mission Indians.

Virtual Section 106 of the NHPA consultation meeting following the September 20,
2022 site visit hosted by the BLM and attended by representatives of the Fort Yuma
Quechan Indian Tribe and the Campo Band of Mission Indians and the San Pasqual
Band of Dieguefio Indians.

Site visit conducted in the Project Area hosted by the BLM and attended by
representatives of the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe.

Government-to-Government consultation meeting between the BLM and
representatives of the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe at Tribal Council Chambers.

Virtual consultation meeting between the BLM (State, District, & El Centro) and the
January 10, 2023 Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe Historic Preservation Officer and members of the
Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe Cultural Committee.

September 21, 2022

September 27, 2022

November 9, 2022
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Date Coordination Description

Virtual consultation meeting between the BLM (State, District, & El Centro) and the
January 30, 2023 Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe Historic Preservation Officer and members of the
Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe Cultural Committee.

In person consultation meeting between the BLM and the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian
February 14, 2023 Tribe Historic Preservation Officer and members of the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian
Tribe Cultural Committee.

Virtual Sec 106 Consultation regarding the findings and effects determinations meeting
between the BLM and the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe Historic Preservation
Officer and members of the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe Cultural Committee.

May 12, 2023

3.14.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

Various locations throughout the BLM EI Centro Field Office administrative area host certain traditional,
spiritual, and cultural use activities today, as they did in the past. A TCP has been identified that
encompasses and extends beyond the Project Area; however, the full extent of the TCP has not
been physically delineated. The BLM continues to solicit input from local tribal entities and coordinates
with the Tribes to identify any other sites or artifacts, or cultural, traditional, and spiritual use resources and
activitiesthat might experience an impact.

To date, comments have been received from seven Tribes: the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe, the
Colorado River Indian Tribes, the San Pasqual Band of Dieguefio Indians, the Campo Band of Mission
Indians, the Cocopah Indian Tribe, the Viejas Band of Kumeyaay Indians, and the La Posta Band of
Kumeyaay Indians. Most notably in opposition to the Project have been the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian
Tribe, stating "The proposed Project location is sited within a region that is highly significant to the Fort
Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe. This is a location that the Tribe attaches great cultural, religious and spiritual
significance to. The Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe objects to the proposed mining project and the
proximity of the operation to a significant cultural landscape and items of cultural patrimony which are
integral to the spiritual and everyday lives of the Quechan people.” A number of letters and meetings have
resulted in changes to the Cultural Resources Survey Work Plan and efforts to identify historic properties
and most notably the development of a VAA APE for the Project. Drilling exploration operations have
historically been considered temporary effects and therefore a VAA APE was not originally determined to
berequired. In aletter dated October 14, 2022, the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe requested Government-
to-Government consultation and identified that the proposed project is located within a larger landscape
they considera TCP. They also voiced several other concerns including continued opposition to the Project.
The BLM has requested additional information about the nature and extent of the TCP as part of its
Government-to-Government consultation,as well as for Section 106 of the NHPA consultationand relevant
to other EOs and regulations. Currently, notenough informationhasbeen provided to understandthe nature,
use of the resource, and physical extent of the TCP; therefore, additional details on the potential physical
delineation of the extent of the TCP and the known physical and intangible resources that exist within the
TCP would have to be provided to the BLM to further assess impacts or determine if there are additional
minimization or avoidance measures that would apply. Ongoing consultation will continue for this Project
with all Tribes that have been contacted and/or expressed interest in the Project; however, the Fort Yuma
Quechan Indian Tribe has been the primary Tribe involved in Government-to-Government consultation for
the Project to date.

Further, as noted in Section 3.8, the Project would avoid both known prehistoric sites that have been
identified within the Physical APE, and which have been determined to potentially contribute to the
eligibility of the TCP within the larger VAA APE (defined above in Section 3.8.2). . Precautionary
Environmentally Sensitive Area fencing would be placed in applicable activity areas near known sites to
prevent inadvertent impacts. Therefore, at the time of this EA, no physical impacts to known cultural sites
have been identified and are not anticipated from the Proposed Action. Impacts including visual or noise

effects could occur during the construction and operation phases of the exploration activities within the
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VAA APE. Visual and auditory effects would be temporary and may include visual obstructions and loud
noise levels which could affect the integrity of setting or feeling of locations possibly deemed sacred or
traditionally important by Native Americans. Assessment of the Visual APE identified 18 potential sites
that may be visually affected; however, views of the Project would not likely create adverse effects to
historic properties and any visual impacts at identified sites would be temporary. Assessment of the
Auditory APE and review ofthe noisemodeling (described further under Section 3.15) identified that noise
levels would be similar to those for a suburban residential area at night, a level that would not likely cause
adverse effectsto significant Native American resources, and any noise level increases at identified sites
would be temporary and intermittent throughout the life of the Project. Although very limited occurrences
of desert microphyll woodland vegetation types have been documented within the area of analysis
(Appendix E), CMAs would be implemented to minimize impacts to these vegetation communities to
ensure Native American vegetation collection areas and practices are maintained, including LUPA-CUL-9
and LUPA-CUL-11. An additional BLM-required mitigation measure would also be implemented to
minimize impacts from minor incursions to microphyll woodlands (Appendix F). With implementation of
PDFs and CMAs (Appendix F), and dueto the short-termnature of the Project, impactsto Native American
religious concerns and traditional values would be short-termand localized, and adverse impacts are not
anticipated as the known physical sites within the TCP that has been identified would be avoided. By letter
dated April 13,2023, the BLM provided its proposed Section 106 determination of no adverse effectsto
historic propertiesto all tribes for a 30-day consultation period. The BLM hasalso concluded consultation
with the SHPO on these findings as well and the Section 106 process is complete. Government-to-
Government consultation with the Tribes will continue throughout the life of the Project.

3.14.4 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be approved by the BLM and activities described
in Section 2.1 would not be conducted; therefore, there would be no impacts to Native American religious
concerns and traditional values under the No Action Alternative outside of those that may occur under
existing conditions.

3.14.5 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

OnJuly 1, 2015, California AB 52 of 2014 went into effect, expanding CEQA by defining a new resource
category, “tribal cultural resources.” AB 52 states, “A project with an effect that may cause a substantial
adverse change in the significance of a tribal cultural resource is a project that may have a significant effect
onthe environment” (Public ResourcesCode [PRC] Section21084.2). It further statesthe lead agency shall
establish measures to avoid impacts alteringthe significant characteristicsof atribal cultural resource, when
feasible (PRC Section 21084.3).

AB 52 also establishes a formal consultation process for Californiatribes regarding tribal cultural resources.
The consultation process must be completed before a CEQA document can be certified or adopted. Under
AB 52, lead agencies (in this instance, Imperial County) are required to “begin consultation with a
California Native American tribe that is traditionally and culturally affiliated with the geographic area of
the proposed project.” Native American tribes to be included in the process are those that have requested
notice of projects proposed in the jurisdiction of the lead agency.

On September 9, 2021, the County distributed an AB 52 consultation letter for the proposed Project.
Specifically, Projectinformation, a map, and contact informationwas sentto the Fort YumaQuechan Indian
Tribe. Due to the geographic locationofthe Project, the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe is the only Native
American tribe that has claimed traditional and cultural affiliation with the Project Area and is therefore the
only tribal entity required to be notified of the Project by Imperial County pursuant to AB 52.
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Under AB 52, Native American tribes have 30 days to respond and request further project information and
request formal consultation; however, none of the contacted tribes responded within 30 days of mailing of
the letters in response to Imperial County. Accordingly, AB 52 consultation is considered complete for the
Project.

(i) Would the Project impact a tribal cultural resource listed or eligible for listing in the California
Register of Historical Resources, or in a local register of historical resources as define in Public
Resources Code Section 5020.1(k)?

Less Than Significant Impact: The proposed Project would not cause a substantial adverse change in the
significance of a tribal cultural resource. No tribal cultural resources have been identified within or near the
Project Area. Additionally, no significant ground disturbing activities with the potential to uncovered
undiscovered tribal cultural resources would be required as a result of the Project.

As discussed above, in accordance PRC Section 21074 — AB 52, the County contacted the Fort Yuma
Quechan Indian Tribe to obtain their input and concern with potential impacts to tribal cultural resources
as aresult of the Project. The Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe is that only Native American tribe that has
claimed traditional and cultural affiliation with the Project Area and is therefore the only tribal entity
required to be notified of the Project by Imperial County pursuantto AB 52. As discussed above, to date,
the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe has not responded to Imperial County’s AB 52 consultation letter or
indicated they would require further tribal consultation; however, in coordination with Imperial County,
the BLM has engaged in extensive consultation efforts with the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe as part
of the Section 106 of the NHPA process. To date, no other responses or input has been received from the
other tribes consulted through PRC Section 21074 — AB 52.

Furthermore, as discussed above, separate from Imperial County’s AB 52 consultation process, the BLM
considersthe view of Native American prior to BLM decisions or approvals that could result in changes in
land use, physical changes to lands or resources, changes in access, or alienation of lands (BLM 2016). As
described above under Section 3.14.2 and 3.14.3, the BLM has consulted with several tribal entities per
the Section 106 of the NHPA process. Extensive outreach and consultation efforts, including in-person and
virtual meetings and site visits have beencompleted by the BLM, including specifically with the Fort Yuma
Quechan Indian Tribe. The BLM will continue Government-to-Government consultation with the tribes
that have requested such consultation, including the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe, throughout the life
of the Project. Section 4.1 provides additional detail on the Government-to-Govemment consultation
process conducted by the BLM.

As discussed previously, the overall proposed Project would be limited in scope (i.e., 20.54 acres of new
disturbance) and duration (12- to 24-months of exploration activities). Additionally, the Project Area is
entirely within an area previously disturbed by historical mining activities, with surrounding land uses that
include prospecting and recreation. As such, the potential to impact tribal cultural resources is considered
low.

SMP has committed to avoidance of all cultural resources and has engaged with the Native American
Heritage Commission and the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe regarding the Project. SMP would
implement the PDFs, CMAs, and additional BLM required mitigation measures described in detail in
Appendix F, which would be implemented throughout the life of the Project to ensure potential impacts to
tribal cultural resources are completely avoided. With the implementation of the PDFs, CMAs, and
additional mitigationmeasures, as discussed above in Section 3.8.3and 3.14.3and Appendix F, the Project
would not cause a substantial adverse change in the significance of a tribal cultural resource, as defined in
PRC Section 2107. Impacts would be less than significant, with no additional mitigation measures required
beyond those required by the BLM and Imperial County in Appendix F.
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(if) Would the Project impact a resource determined by the lead agency, in its discretion and
supported by substantial evidence, to be significant pursuant to criteria set forth in subdivision | to
Public Resources Code Section 5024.1. In applying the criteria set forth in subdivision | of Public
Resource Code Section 5024.1, the lead agency shall consider the significance of the resource to a
California Native American tribe?

Less Than Significant Impact: See response to CEQA Criteria a)i. above. As discussed previously, the
overall proposed Project would be limited in scope (i.e., 20.54 acres of new disturbance) and duration (12-
to 24-months of exploration activities). Additionally, the Project site is within an area previously disturbed
by historical mining activities, with surrounding land uses that include prospecting and recreation. As such,
the potential to impacttribal cultural resourcesis considered low. Additionally, through the implementation
of the PDFs, CMAs, and additional mitigation measures described in Section 3.8.3 and Section 3.14.3
above and within Appendix F, as well as through BLM’s continued consultation with local tribal entities,
asapplicable, the Projectwould not causea substantial adverse change in the significance of a tribal cultural
resource as defined in PRC Section 21074. Impacts would be less than significant, with no additional
mitigation measures required beyond those required by the BLM and Imperial County in Appendix F.

3.14.6 Cumulative Effects

Based upon comments received in response to Government-to-Government and Section 106 of the NHPA
consultation meetings, the BLM recognizes that Native American religious concerns and traditional values
may have been impacted by past actions in the vicinity of the Project Area and within the VAA APE. There
is concern that the Proposed Action would further impact a larger cultural landscape, such as the identified
TCP, butthe nature of those impacts has not been specified other than general opposition to the Project.
Additionally, as described above in Sections 3.8.2 and 3.14.2, the physical extent of the TCP has not been
determined. Specifically, the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe has asserted that past mining activity and
vehicle use (including OHVs) in the Project Area and within the larger landscape, including within the
Picacho ACEC, have impacted an important TCP. However, these assertions have been general statements
regarding a larger cultural landscape for which a boundary has not yet been defined, nor has information
been provided about how the Project would specifically impact the ongoing use or cultural practices of
Tribes. At this time, not enough information has been provided in order forthe BLM to develop a CESA
that is representative of the area where cumulative impacts may occur, in combination with the Proposed
Action, to the potential TCP that may exist within the vicinity and/or other Native American religious
concerns and traditional values. Until such time that additional information is provided to the BLM, a
qualitative cumulative impacts assessment is included herein which analyzesthe VAA APE. Within the
VAA APE, past mineral development and explorations, public purpose projects, roads, and dispersed
recreation have occurred. There are no RFFAs within the VAA APE. Present disturbance from the
American Girl Mine and the American Girl mineral materials site occurs within the VAA APE; there is
also an existing powerline owned by the Imperial Irrigation District that crosses through the VAA APE.
The Proposed Action could temporarily alter the spiritual or cultural experience for Native American users;
however, the eventual reclamation of projects throughout the VAA APE would reduce visual impacts from
unnatural lines and landforms are regraded to better blend with the surrounding topography during closure
and final reclamation. Spiritual and religious use locations may be present within the VAA APE, but the
exact locations are unknown to the BLM. If specific locations of spiritual and religious use are present near
past or present actions, including the Proposed Action, they could be cumulatively impacted but the
Proposed Action is temporary and so there would not be an additive effect. If previously undisclosed places
of spiritual and religious use become known within the Project Area, consultation with the Tribes would be
conducted to determine potential impacts. As previously described, all known cultural resource sites within
the VAA APE are being avoided, and consultation with Tribes will continue throughout the life of the
Project.
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3.15 Noise

3.15.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-20 provides the determination of Project impacts to noise.
Table 3-20  Noise Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Noise Criteria Significant Unless Significant
N Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated
Generation of a substantial temporary or
permanent increase in ambient noise levels in the
a) V|C|n|ty of tr_le project in excess of standa_rds n n ¢ [
established in the local general plan or noise
ordinance, or applicable standards of other
agencies?
b) Generation of excessive groundborne vibration or n n ¢ [
groundborne noise levels?
For a project located within the vicinity of a
private airstrip or an airport land use plan or where
0 sucha pla}n h_as notbeen aglopted,.vvnhln two miles n n ¢ [
of a public airport or public use airport, would the
project expose people residing or working in the
project area to excessive noise levels?

3.15.2 Affected Environment

The area of analysis for noise is the Project Area plusthe Indirect Auditory APE (Figure 3-5). The Noise
Control Act of 1972 required the EPA to establish noise emission criteria as well as noise testing methods
to protect public health and welfare against hearing loss, annoyance, and activity interference, which
correlates with the human response to noise. The EPA’s recommendation for acceptable noise level limits
affecting residential land use is 55 decibels on the A-weighted scale (dBA) day/night average sound level
(Lgn) for outdoor activity (EPA 1972). Additionally, a nighttime noise standard of 45 dBA equivalent or
energy-averaged sound level (L) is implemented by the Imperial County Code of Ordinances (Section
90702.00). These levels of noise are considered those that would permit spoken conversation and other
activities such as sleeping, working, and recreation, which are all considered part of the daily human
condition; these levels represent averages of acoustic energy over periods of time.

The area of analysis is in a remote location, within mountainous topography of the Cargo Muchacho
Mountains that extends to the east and a lower valley and washesto the west. There are no residences in
the vicinity. The historic Tumco Mine is present within the area of analysis (Figure 3-5), where
recreationalists may partake in walkingtours andsightseeing. Blythe Ogilby Road runs north-south through
the area of analysis, where traffic conditions (Section 3.13) contribute to the existing noise environment.
OHV use within the area may contribute to existing noise levelsas well butis intermittent, and the regularity
of such is dependent on recreational seasonality.

3.15.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

Acoustic modeling was conducted to determine the furthest distance that noise generated by the Proposed
Actionwould travel, attenuatingat 25 dBA, anearly imperceptible level of noiseto the humanear (Saxelby
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2022). Based on the topography of the area of analysis, noise would travel furthest to the west. Acoustic
modeling was run based on four separate scenarios that were determined to most realistically represent the
furthest that noise would travel as generated from the Project: two drill rigs operating in Drill Area 2, Drill
Area 3, Drill Area 4, and Drill Area 6 to represent all potential noise levels traveling to the northwest, west,
and southwest. Each acoustic modeling scenario also included noise generated from all staging area
equipment proposed within Drill Area 1 that would contribute to noise level increases (Saxelby 2022).

Noise generated from helicopter use via the helicopter landing pad proposed in Drill Area 1 would not
contribute to continuous noise generated by Project drilling activities. The furthest extent of the noise
contours as modeled (Saxelby 2022) would travel approximately 1.7 milesto the southwest fromthe Project
Area as a result of drilling activity in Drill Area 6 (Figure 3-5). Noise impacts as a result of exploratory
drillingactivitieswould be temporary in nature andwould not be stationary throughout the one-to-two-year
life of the Project given the nature of the proposed approximately two-week drilling campaign at each drill
site. Additionally, the BLM would require a mitigation measure for notices to be posted on the BLM’s
website and at designated recreational sites in the area (i.e., Tumco) notifying the public of datesand times
that drilling would occur with elevated levels of noise and activity in the Project Area (Appendix F). CMA
LUPA-BIO-12 would also be implemented to minimize noise impacts to BLM special status and sensitive
wildlife species, as described in Appendix F. Whereas noise level increases would occur under the
Proposed Action, no human sensitive noise receptors were identified due to the remote location of the
Project, and with these BMPs, CMAs and mitigation measures in place, and due to the short-term and non-
stationary nature of the Project, noise impacts would be negligible, short-term, and localized.

3.154 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be approved by the BLM and activities described in
Section 2.1 would notbe conducted; therefore, there would be no noise level increases under the No Action
Alternative and noise would continue under current conditions.

3.15.5 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

Refer to the Noise Modeling for Indirect Auditory Area of Potential Effect (Stantec 2022b) technical
memorandum in Appendix E for additional detail supporting the below impact analysis.

a) Wouldthe Projectresultin generationofa substantial temporary or permanentincrease in ambient
noise levels inthe vicinity of the project in excess of standards established in the local general plan
or noise ordinance, or applicable standards of other agencies?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not generate a substantial temporary or permanent
increase in ambient noise levels in excess of standards established in the local general plan or noise
ordinance, or applicable standards of other agencies. Both the Imperial County General Plan (Imperial
County 2015) and the Imperial County — Code of Ordinances (Imperial County 2022), specifically County
noise standards applicable to the Project. As discussed previously, per the current Imperial County General
Plan Land Use Map (updated March 1, 2007) and Zoning Map (Zone 70), the entire Project site has a
General Plan designation of “Recreation/Open Space” and a Zoning designation of “BLM”.

While the County General Plan contains various numerical noise standards, these standards generally
“apply to noise generation from one property to an adjacent property”, however, “the standards imply the
existence of a sensitive receptor on the adjacent, or receiving, property. In the absence of a sensitive
receptor, an exception or variance to the standards may be appropriate.” (Imperial County 2015). As
discussed above, the Project is located in a remote and undeveloped area of the Tumco mining district in
the Cargo Muchacho Mountains. As such, the closest potential sensitive receptor would be the Gold Rock
Ranch RV Resort located approximately 2.3 miles away from the Project Area, specifically Drill Area 3.
As shown within the noise analysis (Appendix E), the Gold Rock Ranch RV Resort is located well outside
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the modelled 25 dBA noise contour, and therefore worst-case project impacts would be imperceptible at
this location.

In addition to the General Plan, the County’s Code of Ordinances was also reviewed. Specifically, Title 9
(Land Use Code), Division 7 (Noise Abatement and Control) contains various noise standards applicable
to the Project. As with the County General Plan, standards presented within the Code of Ordinances also
generally applyto human receptorsonly, or to noise sources whichmay be “a detriment to the public health,
comfort, convenience, safety, welfare, and prosperity of the residents of the county of Imperial.” (Imperial
County 2022). As stated above, other than SHP staff and contractors working directly within the Project
Area, the closest offsite human receptor would be the Gold Rock Ranch RV Resort located approximately
2.3 miles away from the Project Area. Due to the large distance between the Project operationsand the
Gold Rock Ranch RV Resort, as well as intervening topography between the Project sources and this
receptor, noise generated by Project exploration operations would have no appreciable effect on this human
receptor.

Projectexplorationactivities over the proposed 12- to 24-month Projectduration would haveno appreciable
effecton nearbyhumannoisereceptors as defined withinthe County General Plan and Code of Ordinances.
Due to the large distance between the closest receptor(s) (i.e., Gold Rock Ranch RV Resort) and the
proposed Project operations, as well as intervening topography that would break line-of-sight between
Project equipment sources (i.e., drilling rigs) and receptors, noise generated by Project operations is
estimated to be imperceptible at these closest receptors. As such, the Project would comply with the
applicable County General Plan and Code of Ordinances, and there would be less than significant with no
mitigation required.

b) Would the Project result in generation of excessive groundborne vibration or groundborne noise
levels?

Less Than Significant Impact: See response to CEQA Criteria a) above. Drill rig and offroad mobile
equipment (loaders, dozers, etc.) operations with the potential to generate groundborne vibration would be
minimal, and any potential effects would be highly localized and generally below the threshold of human
receptors beyond areas immediately adjacent to the operating equipment. Blasting or other industrial
operations with the potential to generate significant levels of groundborne vibration are not proposed as
part of the Project. Additionally, as discussed above, the closest nearby sensitive human
receptors/residential area is the Gold Rock Ranch RV Resort located approximately 2.3 miles to the west
of Drill Area 3, across Blythe Ogilby Road. Therefore, the proposed Project would not generate excessive
groundborne vibration levels, and there would be less than significant impacts.

c) For aprojectlocated within the vicinity of a private airstrip or an airport land use plan or where
such a plan has not been adopted, within two miles of a public airport or public use airport, would
the project expose people residing or working in the project area to excessive noise levels?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the proposed Project is not within the vicinity of an airport land use
plan, nor is the Project within two miles of a public airport or public use airport. As discussed previously,
the closestairstrip/airportto the Projectsite is the Holtville Airport, a relatively small county-ownedairport
located over 25 miles away from the Project site to the west. Therefore, less than significant impacts would
occur.
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3.16
Service Systems

3.16.1

Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Population and Housing, Public Services, and Utilities and

Table 3-21 provides the determination of Project impacts to population and housing, public services, and

utilities.

Table 3-21
Checklist

Population and Housing, Public Services, and Utilities and Services Environmental

Population and Housing, Public Services, and
Utilities and Service Systems Criteria

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Potentially
Significant
Unless
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

Population

and Housing

a) | Inducesubstantial unplanned population growth
in an area, either directly (for example, by
proposing new homes and business) or indirectly
(for example, through extension of roads or other
infrastructure)?

O

b) | Displace substantial numbers of existing people
or housing, necessitating the construction of
replacement housing elsewhere?

O

Public

Services

a) | Would the project result in substantial adverse
physicalimpacts associated with the provision of
new or physically altered governmental facilities,
need for new or physically altered governmental
facilities, the construction of which could cause
significant environmental impacts, in order to
maintain acceptable service ratios, response times
or other performance objectives for any of the
public services:

X

1) Fire Protection?

2) Police Protection?

3) Schools?

4) Parks?

5) Other Public Facilities?

I

(I

(I

X X XXX

Utilities and Service Systems

a) | Requireor result in the relocation or construction
of new or expandedwater, wastewater treatment
or stormwater drainage, electric power, natural
gas, or telecommunications facilities, the
construction of which could cause significant
environmental effects?

O

O

X

O

b) | Havesufficient water supplies available to serve
the project from existing and reasonably
foreseeable future development during normal,
dry and multiple dry years?

¢) | Resultina determination by the wastewater
treatmentprovider which serves or may serve the
projectthatithasadeguate capacity to serve the

O
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Potentially

Population and Housing, Public Services, and P.ote.nt.|ally Significant L_ess_'l_'han No
L . o Significant Unless Significant
Utilities and Service Systems Criteria s Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated

project’s projected demand in addition to the
provider’s existing commitments?

d) | Generate solid waste in excess of State or local
standards, or in excess of the capacity of local

infrastructure, or otherwise impair the attainment U U X U
of solid waste reduction goals?

e) | Comply with federal, state, and local
management and reduction statutes and L] ] X Ll
regulations related to solid waste?

3.16.2 Affected Environment

Due to the short-term and small-scale nature of exploration activitiesand the remote area of the Project,

impacts to population and housing would not occur; temporary drilling crewswould be on-site atthe Project

during exploration operations and employees would likely stay off-site in the nearby communities of

Winterhaven, California, EI Centro, California, or Yuma, Arizona. The Proposed Action is unlikely to

increase demand for short-term housing in the area or noticeably increase demand for public or private

services; therefore, this resource was not analyzed further under the NEPA requirements for the affected

environment or environmental impacts for each alternative, per the determination in Table G-1 of

Appendix G.

3.16.3 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

Population and Housing

a) Would the Project induce substantial unplanned population growth in an area, either directly (for

example, by proposing new homes and business) or indirectly (for example, through extension of
roads or other infrastructure)?

No Impact: No, the proposed Project would not induce substantial unplanned growth in an area. The
proposed Project would not involve construction of new residences, nor would it require a significant
number of additional personnel or contractors working on- or off-site (estimate Project exploration would
require a maximum of approximately 13 onsite employees at a given time). Additionally, other than using
existing access roads and improving other existing access roads (approximately two miles of existing roads
would be improved), no new or extended public roadways or public utility facilities or infrastructure are
proposed; therefore, the Project would not increase utilities or other infrastructure to the Project area that
may otherwiseindirectly induce populationgrowth in the County. Accordingly, the proposed Project would
not induce substantial unplanned population growth in an area, either directly or indirectly, and no impacts
would occur.

b) Would the Project displace substantial numbers of existing people or housing, necessitating the
construction of replacement housing elsewhere?

No Impact: No, the proposed Project would not displace substantial numbers of existing people or housing,
necessitating the construction of replacement housing elsewhere. The Project site is an exploratory drilling
project, located within a remote area used for historical mining operations. SMP’s proposed exploratory
drillingoperationswould occur entirely withinthe footprint of areas previously disturbed by these historical
mining operations. The Project site and surrounding areas are undeveloped and do not contain existing
dwelling units, and the proposed Project would not displace any persons or housing. Additionally, as
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discussed under CEQA Criteria a) above, the Project would not change the existing land use in the Project
area, nor would it substantially increase the number of on- or offsite employees. Therefore, no additional
construction of replacementhousing elsewherewouldbe required. As such, the proposed Project would not
displace a substantial number of existing people or housing, and no impacts would occur.

Public Services
a) Would the project result in substantial adverse physical impacts associated with the provision of
new or physically altered governmental facilities, need for new or physically altered governmental
facilities, the construction of which could cause significant environmental impacts, in order to
maintain acceptable service ratios, response times or other performance objectives for any of the
public services:

Fire protection?
Police protection?
Schools?

Parks?

Other public facilities?

gRwhE

No Impact: See discussions below.

Fire Protection: No, the proposed Project would not result in substantial adverse physical impacts to any
fire protection services. The Project Area is within a remote, undeveloped area of the County that is
generally not prone to wildfire (see Section 3.24). The proposed Project (i.e., exploratory drilling) would
not involve any operations with a high potential to result in an accidental fire.

As discussed in Section 3.11 and Appendix F, SMP would incorporate numerous fire prevention and fire
safety measures into their standard operating procedures.

Additionally, the proposed Project does not include the development of new housing or increase utility
capacity, water supply, or add new infrastructure to the area that would otherwise directly or indirectly
induce population growth in the area that would increase demand for fire protection services. For these
reasons, the proposed Projectwouldnothave an effectupon or resultin aneed for new or physically altered
fire protection services to maintain acceptable service ratios, response times, or other performance
objectives, and no impacts would occur.

Police Production: No, the proposed Project would not result in substantial adverse physical impacts to
any police protection services. As discussed under CEQA Criteria a) above, the Project area is located
within a remote, undeveloped area of the County and is accessed via existing public roadways. The
proposed Project does not include new housing and would not require significant additional on- or off-site
employees beyond those who currently reside within the County. In addition, the Project would not directly
orindirectly induce population growthin the areathatwould increase demand for police protection services.

During all operations, SMP would maintain equipment and conduct activities in a safe and orderly manner.
Due to the isolated nature and remote locations of the proposed access roads and drill sites, public security
and safetyare nota concern; however, asneeded, certain access roads may begated and/or locked to prevent
public access. For example, the staging area (Figure 2-1) where the Oro Cruz Mine Portal is located would
be secured with chain link fence and razor wire and locked with warning signs during brief periods of non-
operation. All employees and contractors would be required to complete an employee safety training prior
to commencement of operations.

For these reasons, the proposed Project would not have an effect upon or result in a need for new or
physically altered police protection services to maintain acceptable service ratios, response times, or other
performance objectives, and no impacts would occur.
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Schools: No, the proposed Project would not result in substantial adverse physical impacts to any schools.
As discussed under CEQA Criteria a) and b) above, the Project area is within a remote and undeveloped
are of the County and is accessed via existing public roadways. Based on the nature of the Project and the
fact that the number of on- and off-site employees would not significantly increase above existing levels,
the Project would not require an increased demand for public schools, or other related public facilities.
Additionally, the Project would not generate development or changes in land use intensities that would
change orincreasestudentenrollmentin the County’s school system. Therefore, the proposed Project would
not have an effect upon or resultin a need for new or physically altered schools to maintain acceptable
service ratios or other performance objectives, and no impacts would occur.

Parks: No, the proposed Project would not result in substantial adverse physical impacts to any parks. As
discussed under CEQA Criteria a), b) and c¢) above and Section 3.17, the Project area is within a remote
and undeveloped area and is accessed via existing public roadways. The Project would not generate
development or changes in land use intensities that would change or increase demand for public parks and
recreational facilities within the County. Therefore, the proposed Project would not have an effect upon or
result in a need for new or physically altered parks to maintain acceptable service ratios or other
performance objectives, and no impacts would occur.

Other Public Facilities: No, the proposed Project would not result in substantial adverse physical impacts
to any other public facilities. The Project area is within a remote and undeveloped areaand is accessed via
existing public roadways. The proposed Project does not include new housing and the number of on- and
off-site employees would not substantially increase above existing levels within the County. In addition,
the Project would not otherwise directly or indirectly induce population growth in the area that would
increase demand for other public facilities, such as libraries. Therefore, the proposed Project would not
have an effect upon or result in aneed for other new or physically altered public facilities, such as libraries,
to maintain acceptable service ratios, response times, or other performance objectives, and no impacts
would occur

Utilities and Service Systems
a) Would the Project require or result in the relocation or construction of new or expanded water,
wastewater treatment or stormwater drainage, electric power, natural gas, or telecommunications
facilities, the construction of which could cause significant environmental effects?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Projectwould notrequire or resultin the relocationor construction
of new or expanded water, wastewater treatment or stormwater drainage, electric power, natural gas, or
telecommunications facilities, the construction of which could cause significant environmental effects.

Surface and groundwater within the Project Areawould not be used as a source for water for the drilling.
Rather, water for drilling and dust suppression would be provided by the drilling company via a mobile
water truck. Specifically, the water would be procured from Gold Rock Ranch and/or another local water
purveyor. It is anticipated that two 1,000-gallon water trucks would be required onsite each day.
Additionally, a 2,000-gallon portable water storage tank would be kept onsite for drilling and dust
suppression. A mobile water truck would be utilized onsite for dust suppression, and applied water would
either naturally evaporate or infiltrate into the ground.

The site would not be connected to a public water system. Minimal quantities of fresh potable water for
onsite employees would be provided by water bottles.

No wastewater would be generated during Project operations, as no onsite processing would occur within
the site. All rock productsand waste rock generated during Project operations would be naturally occurring
rock. Chemicals or other hazardous materials would not be utilized during drilling activities. Water used
during the drilling process would come into contact with bentonite drilling mud and ground rock at depth.
It would be managed and handled after it is pumped back out of the hole by evaporation and by allowing
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solids to settle out in excavated mud pits or sumps at the drill site. The sumps would be backfilled after
evaporation. There would be no discharges outside the drill site or in surface tributaries, and no pollutants
would be discharged in accordance with the CWA requirements. As discussed above, activities would be
conducted in compliance with applicable county, state, and federal laws, including requirements specific to
California’s CGP for stormwater discharges, if deemed necessary by the BLM and/or Imperial County.

The Project would not be connected to a public sewer system. If needed, temporary portable toilets may be
placed within the Project Area. If installed, portable toilet facilities provided for the duration of the Project
would be maintained by contractors and accumulated human waste would periodically be collected and
transported to an approved disposal site. No waste would be buried onsite. Operations in the Project Area
would not produce any industrial or domestic wastewater discharges onsite.

The Project would not require the construction of new electric power, natural gas, or telecommunications
facilities or infrastructure. Power would be provided by diesel fuel, as well as two diesel-powered
generators (125 kW or equivalent). There would be no onsite natural gas storage or consumption as part of
the Project. As discussed previously, telecommunications would be facilitated using personal cellular
telephones, or satellite phones in case of emergencies.

Forthe reasonsoutlined above, the Projectwould have less than significantimpacts related to the relocation
or construction of new or expanded utilities infrastructure/facilities.

b) Would the Project have sufficient water supplies available to serve the project from existing and
reasonably foreseeable future development during normal, dry and multiple dry years?

Less Than Significant Impact: The Project would have sufficient water supplies available during normal,
dry and multiple dry years. As discussed under CEQA Criteria a) as well as in Section 3.22, water for
drilling and dust suppression would be provided by the drilling company via a mobile water truck.
Specifically, the water would be procured from Gold Rock Ranch and/or a local water purveyor. Minimal
quantities of fresh potable water for onsite employees would be provided by water bottles. Groundwater
within the Project Areawould notbe usedas a sourcefor water for the drilling. The Project water purveyors
(i.e., Gold Rock Ranch and/or other local company) have sufficient water supplies available to serve the
Project. Therefore, the Project would have less than significant impacts.

c) Would the Project result in a determination by the wastewater treatment provider which serves or
may serve the project that it has adequate capacity to serve the project’s projected demand in
addition to the provider’s existing commitments?

Less Than Significant Impact: As discussed above, no wastewater would be generated during Project
operations, as no onsite processing would occur within the site. The site would also not be connected to a
public sewer system. If needed, temporary portable toilets may be placed within the Project Area. If
installed, portable toilet facilities provided for the duration of the Project would be maintained by
contractors and accumulated human waste would periodically be collected and transported to an approved
disposal site. No waste would be buried onsite. As such, operations in the Project Areawould not produce
any industrial or domestic wastewater discharges onsite.

Otherthan the use of temporary portable toiletsplaced within the Project Area, no other wastewater disposal
systemswouldbe installed as part of the Projectsite. The Projectwouldnotdischarge wastewater to County
public sewer infrastructure, or another wastewater treatment provider. Therefore, no impacts would result.

d) Would the Project generate solid waste in excess of State or local standards, or in excess of the
capacity of local infrastructure, or otherwise impair the attainment of solid waste reduction goals?
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Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not generate solid waste in excess of State or local
standards, or in excess of the capacity of local infrastructure, or otherwise impair the attainment of solid
waste reduction goals. Minimal quantities of solid trash generated by the contractors would be collected in
appropriate containers and removed as required for accordance with applicable laws and regulations. No
refuse would be disposed of onsite. The Project would be sufficiently served by permitted Class I, 11 and/or
111 solid waste landfills that have sufficient capacity to meet the Project’s minimal needs in terms of solid
waste generation and disposal. Therefore, the Project would have less than significant impacts.

e) Would the Project comply with federal, state, and local management and reduction statutes and
regulations related to solid waste?

Less Than Significant Impact: The Project would comply with federal, state, and local management and
reduction statutes and regulations related to solid waste. As discussed above, Project operations would be
short-term (i.e., estimated 12- to 24-months total) and conducted in compliance with local, state and federal
regulations. The Project operations, including any construction and/or reclamation, would not resultin a
significant amount of solid waste generation. Any solid waste generate as a result of the Project would be
managed according to state and local requirements, and properly disposed of offsite. The Project would
comply with federal, state and local solid waste statutes and regulations. Therefore, less than significant
impacts would result.

3.17 Recreation

3.17.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-22 provides the determination of Project impacts to recreation.
Table 3-22 Recreation Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Recreation Criteria Significant Unless Significant
s Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated

Would the project increase the use of the existing
neighborhood and regional parks or other

a) | recreationalfacilities such that substantial physical [l [l X ]
deterioration of the facility would occur or be
accelerated?

Does the project include recreational facilities or
require the construction or expansion of

recreationalfacilitieswhich might have an adverse U U U X
effect on the environment?

b)

3.17.2 Affected Environment

The area of analysis for recreation is the Project Area. Recreational uses of public land within the area of
analysis consist primarily of dispersed recreational activities including prospecting, hiking, OHV use,
camping, wildlife viewing, photography, and historicsite viewing (i.e.,the TumcoHistoricMine). The area
of analysis does not fall within any BLM LUPA Recreation Designations, including Special Recreation
Management Areas, Extensive Recreation Management Areas, or National Scenic Cooperative
Management Areas (DRECP Gateway 2021). No wilderness study areas or lands with wilderness
characteristics are found in the area of analysis (Wilderness Connect 2021). The Imperial Sand Dunes
Recreation Area, popular for camping and OHV use, is located to the west, outside the area of analysis.

Environmental Assessment/Mitigated Negative Declaration August 2023
Oro Cruz Exploration Plan of Operations 66



The historic mining town of Tumco, formerly known as Hedges, is located in the area of analysis. A self-
guided walking tour is available to the public to view the minimal remains of the once-bustling town,
including crumbling foundations, a reservoir,and a cemetery. Camping and vehicle travel are prohibited
within the townsite, and vehicle access is available to the parking area only, with the public advised to use
hiking trails to access the site (BLM 2021).

The area of analysis is also in California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) hunting Zone D12,
which is primarily made up of public lands administered by the BLM (Figure 3-6). This hunting zone has
the lowest density deer herd in the State of California due to its harsh living environment where vegetation
is sparse and water is limited (CDFW 2022a). The subspecies of deer within Zone D12is the burro or desert
mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus eremicus) (CDFW 2021a). There are 950 deer tags available for this
hunting zone; the archery season in Zone D12 is October 1 through October 23 and general season dates
run November 5 to November 27 (CDFW 2022b). In 2017, the estimated population count for Zone D12
was 5,174 deer (CDFW 2022c). In 2021, there were 947 deer tags issued and an estimated 106 bucks
harvested from Zone D12 during the hunting season (CDFW 2021b).

3.17.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

Under the Proposed Action, the temporary new access roads and the main staging area/portal access road
would strictly be used by Project vehicles accessing the exploration Drill Areas and would be equipped
with signage noting restricted access. The proposed new access road to the proposed staging area and
underground portal would be secured from unauthorized access for the duration of the Project, including
during post-closure activities to ensure Project-only access. Other existing roads or trails within the area of
analysis currently open to OHV use would remainavailablefor public use under the Proposed Action. Road
access is discussed in more detail in Section 3.19. Recreation activities at the Imperial Sand Dunes
Recreation Areawould not be impacted by the Proposed Action as it is located outside the area of analysis.
Hunting within the area of analysis would be temporarily impacted as this recreational activity would be
displaced away from the active drilling sites. Although the current use of the area of analysis and vicinity
by mule deer is low, it is possible that mule deer would move away from the Project-related activity,
resulting in hunters following them to the surrounding areas; however, the majority of deer harvested from
Zone D12 are taken in the Whipple Mountainsand Riverside Mountains located approximately 115 miles
northeast of the Project Area (CDFW 2021a).

As the area of analysis provides spaces and opportunities for dispersed recreation, recreationalists may be
less likely to visit the area during Project operations due to increased levels of noise and drilling equipment
being visible within the Project area and with temporary access restrictions in place. Project operations
would be temporary within each Drill Area, occurring over up to two weeks at up to two drill sites at a time
before moving to a new drill site. The BLM would require noticesto be posted at relevant locations and at
designated recreational sites in the area notifying the public of dates and times that drilling would occur,
bringing awareness to potential elevated levels of noise and activity in the Project Area during which time
recreationalists may choose to visit locations outside of the Project Area, included as a mitigation measure
in Appendix F. Additionally, CMA LUPA-CTTM-7 would be required for implemented management of
recreation facilities, as appropriate, described further in Appendix F. Impacts to recreation under the
Proposed Action would be minor, short-term, and localized.

3.17.4 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative
Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be approved by the BLM; thus, no impacts to

recreation are anticipated under the No Action Alternative except for those occurring under existing
conditions. Existing recreational uses would continue to occur in the Project Area and vicinity.
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3.17.5 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

a) Would the project increase the use of the existing neighborhood and regional parks or other
recreational facilities such that substantial physical deterioration of the facility would occur or be
accelerated?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the proposed Project would not increase the use of existing
neighborhoods, regional parks or other recreational facilities. The Project site is located in the Tumco
miningdistrictin the Cargo Muchacho Mountains (approximately 35 minutes northwest of Yuma, Arizona),
and is accessed via existing paved highways and graded roads. The Tumco Historic Mine is a historic and
recreational area managed by the BLM for uses such as hiking, prospecting, wildlife viewing, and
photography; however, the Project Area itself has been previously disturbed by historical mining activities.
The nearest County Park is Osborne Park, located over 18 miles to the northwest of the Project area. The
proposed Project does not include new housing and the number of on- and off-site employees would not
increase substantially above existing levels. In addition, the Project would not directly or indirectly induce
population growth in County areas that would in turn increase the use of existing neighborhood, regional
parks or other recreational facilities. Conversely, development of the Project would prevent the public from
accessing certain unsafe or unstable areas within the Tumco Historic Mine, and SMP would work with the
BLM to properly manage the surroundingareas and maintainaccess, so public use for recreational purposes
can continue throughout the life of the Project. Therefore, the proposed Project would not increase the use
of existing neighborhood and regional parks or other recreational facilities such that substantial physical
deterioration of the facility would occur or be accelerated, and there would be less than significant impacts.

b) Does the project include recreational facilities or require the construction or expansion of
recreational facilities which might have an adverse effect on the environment?

No Impact: No, the proposed Project does not include recreational facilities or require the construction or
expansion of recreational facilities. The Project site is located entirely within a remote area previously
disturbed by historical mining activitiesand is accessed via existing paved highways and graded roads. The
proposed Project does not include new housing and the number of on- and off-site employees would not
increase substantially above existing levels within the County (estimate at most 13 onsite employees would
be needed). In addition, the Project would not otherwise directly or indirectly induce population growth in
the area that would require the construction or new or expansion of existing recreational facilities.
Therefore, the proposed Project would not require the construction or expansion of recreational facilities,
which might have an adverse physical effect on the environment, and no impacts would occur.

3.17.6 Cumulative Effects

The CESA boundary for recreation includes the Project Area plus a one-mile buffer (Figure 3-3). This
CESA was chosen as it is the geographic area to which cumulative impacts to recreation opportunities
would occur related to access, the viewshed, and/or noise experienced during recreating based on areas of
known dispersed recreation and access points. The CESA encompasses 6,260 acres.

Within this CESA, past and present disturbance, as detailed in Table 3-23, has resulted from the following
activities: mineral development and exploration projects (796 acres); utilities, infrastructure, and public
purpose projects (17 acres); roads (30 acres); and dispersed recreation.

Table 3-23 Past, Present, and RFFAs in the Recreation CESA

Past, Present, and RFFAs, Disturbances and Projects CESA

CESA Acres 6,260

Past Actions
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Past, Present, and RFFAs, Disturbances and Projects CESA

Mineral Development and Exploration

Sand and Gravel Operations, Materials Sites and Community Sand and Gravel Pits 272
Notices 17
Mining and Exploration Projects 507

Past Actions Total Disturbance Acres 796

Present Actions

Utilities, Infrastructure, and Public Purpose

Power Lines 17
Roads and Railroads Present Actions

Roads 30

Present Actions Total Disturbance Acres 47

Past and Present Total Disturbance Acres 843

Percent of CESA 13

Source: BLM 2022a-b

Of the 6,260 acres covered by the CESA, 843 acres of disturbance are associated with past and present
disturbances, which is a disturbance of approximately 13 percent of the CESA. There are no RFFAs within
the CESA, other than the Proposed Action, which is analyzed for cumulative impacts in the following
section.

Past mineral development and exploration operations in the CESA, including the existing American Girl
Mine and associated community pit, often limit public access to areas previously used for dispersed
recreation. In addition, they may reduce the recreational value and modify the recreational setting when
vegetation and/or wildlife are affected and may result in visual and noise impacts for those recreation users
seeking experiences of isolation and solitude. These actions may also displace recreationists to surrounding
areas. Impacts to recreation resources from mining and exploration operations may be long-term if left
unreclaimed (such as open pits); however, impacts are typically short-term until reclamation is completed
and access and use of the area is restored to pre-Project conditions. In addition, mining activities may
increase the population of an area by bringing in mine employees and workers to the areas which may
increase the use of recreation areas within the CESA.

Presentdisturbance associated with utilities, infrastructure,and public purpose projects in the CESA include
powerlines. Lands occupied by utilities and infrastructure are generally still available for dispersed
recreation activities, but the recreation setting may have changed due to the presence of man-made features
such as powerlines and telephone poles. These facilities often include maintenance roads which may
increase OHV use in the area and allow vehicular access to areas that previously had little, if any, OHV
traffic.

Road disturbance within the CESA provides access to recreation areas and can also become a form of
recreation. For those seeking solitude and a primitive outdoor experience, development of roads can impact
the recreation experience by modifying the recreation setting with the visual appearance and noise of road
traffic, as well as the increased vehicular traffic.

Urban development may restrict access for recreational use and create visual impacts for those seeking
solitude and a primitive outdoor experience; however, there are no urban development areas within the
CESA. Dispersed recreation and camping would continue to occur within the CESA and would be
considered RFFAs. Impacts from RFFAs would be similar to those stated for past and present actions.
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Proposed Action

Approval of the Proposed Action would increase disturbance within the CESA by 20.54 acres in addition
to disturbanceassociated with past, present, and RFFAs (843 acres) for a total disturbance of approximately
864 acres, which is approximately 14 percent of the CESA. Cumulative impacts to recreation from past,
present, and RFFAs in combination with the Proposed Action would be short-term, except for mining
featuresthatare notreclaimed, suchas openpits. Transmission linesand above ground utilities would result
in long-term visual impacts to recreation resources. Impacts from past, present, and RFFAs would include
restricted access to recreation areas, displacement of recreationists to surrounding areas, potential increase
in the population of recreationists,and impactsto the recreationsetting. The Proposed Action would restrict
access to areas that are fenced for active exploration operations, including all proposed new access roads
that would be fenced for restricted access during Project operations. All areas of surface disturbance would
be reclaimed concurrently, exceptfor the newroad for access to the stagingarea/underground portal, which
would be considered the main entrance road to the Project Area after construction and would remain as a
post-closure access road until continued reclamation and monitoring and underground exploration has been
completed, which would be completed and remaining surface disturbance reclaimed within five years from
Project implementation. Pre-existing roads would be maintained per existing conditions and would not be
reclaimed asthey represent pre-existing disturbance and would continue to be used in the future asthey are
currently. These unreclaimed road features would present increased opportunities foraccess to dispersed
recreation in the CESA. Some recreationists may be displaced to surrounding areas during mining
operations with temporary access restrictions in place,andthe recreation settingmay be impacted; howevet,
there is already a significant amount of disturbance affecting recreation, such as the American Girl Mine
pit, and after reclamation occurs, dispersed recreation would return to near pre-Project conditions. The
Proposed Action in combination with the past, present, and RFFAs does not significantly contribute to the
percentage of surface disturbance within the CESA; cumulative impacts would be negligible during Project
operations and after reclamation occurs and would be short-term and localized.

No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the proposed Oro Cruz exploration activities would not be approved and
the associated impacts to recreation would not occur. Overall, cumulative effects to this CESA from the No
Action Alternative would be less than the Proposed Action since additional surface disturbance from that

alternative would not occur and thus would not additionally impact recreation. There would be no
cumulative impacts beyond those currently occurring from past, present, and RFFAs.

3.18  Sails
3.18.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)
Table 3-24 provides impact determinations of the Project on geology and soils.

Table 3-24  Geology and Soils Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Geology and Soils Criteria Significant Unless Significant
s Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated
Directly or indirectly cause potential substantial
adverse effects, including risk of loss, injury, or O O X O
death involving:
a) Rupture of a known earthquake fault, as
delineated on the most recent Alquist-Priolo
1) Earthquake Fault Zoning Map issued by the U U X U
State Geologist for the area or based on
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Potentially

Potentially Significant Less Than No
Geology and Soils Criteria Significant Unless Significant
N Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated
othersubstantial evidence of a known fault?
Refer to Division of Mines and Geology
Special Publication 427
2) | Strong Seismic ground shaking? L] L] X Ll
3) IS_eismic-r_eIated grOL_md failure, ipcluding [ n ¢ n
iquefaction and seiche/tsunami?
4) | Landslides? L] L] X Ll
b) Resul'_[ in substantial soil erosion or the loss of [ n ¢ [
topsoil?
Be located on a geologic unit or soil that is
unstable orthat would become unstable as a result
c) | of the project, and potentially result in on- or off- O O X O

site landslides, lateral spreading, subsidence,
liquefaction or collapse?

Be located on expansive soil, as defined in the
d) | latest Uniform Building Code, creating substantial O O X O
direct or indirect risk to life or property?

Have soils incapable of adequately supporting the
use of septic tanks or alternative waste water

disposal systems where sewers are not available O O O X
for the disposal of waste water?

Directly or indirectly destroy a unique
f) | paleontological resource or site or unique geologic ] L] X ]
feature?

3.18.2 Affected Environment

The area of analysis for soils is the Project Area, located in the Lower Colorado Desert Major Land
Resource Area (MLRA) within the Cargo Muchacho Mountain Range. Landforms in the MLRA are
mountains, alluvial landforms including alluvial fans, fan remnants, and valleys, and internally drained
basins including dry lakes and lake terraces. Average winter temperatures (December through February)
are approximately 58 °F and the annual average mean precipitation for the area of analysis is 0.32 inches
(WRCC 2021). Tumco Wash is an ephemeral stream within the area of analysis (Figure 3-7) and is the
primary source of water (FWS 2019). The Cargo Muchacho Mountain Range is comprised predominately
of Jurassic metavolcaniclastic rocks of the Tumco Formation, now present as well-foliated amphibolite-
facies gneiss and schist (Tetra Tech 2011). Mesozoic biotite granite and associated pegmatite dikes cut the
Tumco Formation and cut Mesozoic hornblende-biotite quartz monzonite. The granite and monzonite form
large intrusive bodies in the range. The principal structural fabricin the range is west-northwest. Low-angle
faults are cut by northwest trending faults. The Oro Cruz mineral deposit is believed to be a detachment-
fault-related gold deposit consisting of replacement mineralization along a low-angle detachment fault
related to regional extensional fault systems. Mineralization is hosted predominantly within or along the
boundaries the Tumco Formation. Mesothermal mineralization occurs in multiple brown to brownish gray
siliceous zones containing hematite, magnetite, quartz, mica, feldspar, chlorite, and copper oxides. Native
gold containingvery lowsilverisassociated with iron and copper oxides. Surficial deposits includealluvial
fan deposits and alluvial and lacustrine deposits below the valley floors; however, surficial deposits have
not been mapped within the area of analysis (Stantec 2021a). Dominant soil orders are Entisols and
Aridisols with an extremely aridic soil moisture regime (NRCS 2006). Soils within the area of analysis
have not been mapped in detail by the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) Natural Resource
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Conservation Service (NRCS) but are covered by the generalized STATSGO2 dataset (Soil Survey Staff
2022), as shown in Table 3-25 and on Figure 3-7.

Table 3-25  STATSGO?2 Soil Mapping Units Within the Area of Analysis

Map Unit : Acresin Area of | Percentof Area of
Symbol Map Unit Name Analysis Analysis
5991 Myoma-Carsitas-Carrizo 114.9 18
51126 Tecopa-Rock outcrop-Lithic Torriorthents 511.4 82
Total 626.3 100

Source: Soil Survey Staff 2022

Soils in the area of analysis are primarily developed from weathered granitic rock and schistose rock
substrates. The soils consist of gravelly sands with large amounts of cobble, rock, and boulders. Hill slopes
are steep and almost entirely covered in large, weathered rock (Stantec 2021b). Soils are a product of the
mechanical weathering process in this arid climate and are generally composed of coarse sands, gravel, and
cobbles with little profile development. Soils vary from rock outcrops and a thin residual veneer of in-place
rock materials on mountainridges andslopes, to deep, coarse, alluvial material in washes and outwash fans.
Old piedmont surfaces, such as desert pavement, have developed a characteristic type of rock surface
underlain by vesicular and saline subsoils peculiar to this desert region. Rock outcrops on peaks, ridges,
and knobs occur throughout the area. Cobblesand rock fragmentsare common on the ground surface and
form part of the weathered desert pavement on stable bajadas (Dycker & Associates, Inc. 1995).

Myoma-Carsitas-Carrizo (Map Unit s991)

Myoma

The soil series Myoma is a light olive gray, moderately alkaline fine and very fine sands to a depth of
approximately 31 inches, below which soils become strongly alkaline very fine sands. These soils are
located at elevations of 200 feet below sea level to 1,800 feet AMSL and are nearly level to low rolling
hills. Myoma soils are somewhat excessively drained with very slow runoff and rapid permeability (USDA
2015a).

Carsitas

The soil series Carsitas is a light olive gray color consisting of gravelly sands to a depth of 10 inches
transitioningto gravelly coarse sands below that. Carsitas soils are somewhat excessively drained soils with
negligible to low runoff and high saturated hydraulic conductivity. Soils were formed in alluvium from
granitoid and/orgneissic rocks. Thesesoilsare onalluvial fans, fanaprons, valley fillsand in drainageways.
They are located at elevations ranging from 220 feet below sea level to 2,625 feet AMSL (USDA 2015b).

Carrizo

The soil series Carrizo is a pale brown color consisting of extremely gravelly sand to a depth of two inches
transitioning to a stratified extremely gravelly and very gravelly coarse sand. Carrizo soils are excessively
drained soils with negligible to low runoff and high saturated hydraulic conductivity. They are found on
flood plains, fan piedmonts, and bolson floors. They are located at elevations ranging from 270 feet below
sea level to 2,600 feet AMSL (USDA 2013).

Tecopa-Rock outcrop-Lithic Torriorthents (Map Unit s1126)

Tecopa

The soil series Tecopa is a pale to very pale brown color consisting of very gravelly sandy loams to a depth
of eightincheswherearestrictive layer of quartzite is met. These soils are very shallow with depthsranging
from two to 10 inches. The Tecopa series is well drained with medium to rapid runoff and moderate
permeability. They are found in elevations ranging from 1,500 to 5,000 feet AMSL (USDA 2015c).
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Rock outcrop

Rock outcrops are classified as miscellaneous land types with little or no identifiable soils and are unable
to support vegetation without major reclamation. Rock outcrops typically occur on mountain slopesand
ridgetops at elevations ranging from 4,000 to 9,000 feet AMSL (NRCS 1982).

Lithic Torriorthents

Lithic Torriorthent soils have a lithic contact that is within approximately 20 inches of the surface and
commonly is ata depth of less than approximately 10 inches. Their moisture-storage capacity is low, and
they are known to occur mostly in association with soils thathave more moisture availableto plants (NRCS
1999).

3.18.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

The surface disturbance asa result of the Proposed Action would be created incrementally and could occur
in either of the soil types found within the area of analysis. Soils within the area of analysis have a low
erosional hazard from wind and water. The Myoma-Carsitas-Carrizo soils consist of thicker units of finer
soils, which have excessive drainage causing for greater mineral precipitates and decreasing the quality of
soil for vegetation to develop. The Tecopa-Rock outcrop-Lithic Torriorthents soil unit consists of shallow
soils and rock outcrops, which reduces the potential for vegetation and increases potential for wind erosion.
Although the Myoma-Carsitas-Carrizo soils have an increased potential for mineral precipitates than the
other soil associations within the area of analysis, the minimal amount of meteoric and surface water
through the area of analysis reduces the amount of mineral precipitates and the potential for soil
entrainment. With an average winter temperatureabove 32°F, the potential for freeze-thawfractures in rock
outcrops and soils is reduced; thus, reducing the potential for soil erosion.

Under the Proposed Action, SMP would implement erosion PDFs, including, but not limited to: specific
prohibitions, effluent limitations, potential contaminantsource identification, practicesto reduce pollutants,
assessment of pollutant sources, materials inventory, preventative maintenance program, spill prevention
and response procedures, general stormwater BMPs, training, record keeping, and sampling procedures
(refer to Appendix F for additional discussion of PDFs). SMP would operate under a monitoring program
that would be developed for BLM approval under the Proposed Action. Material stockpiling is not
anticipated and would be kept as temporary storage during construction, if necessary. The topography
within the area of analysisand the proposed design of the access roads and drill pads reduces the potential
for stormwater runoff and sediment erosion (SMP 2021).

The Reclamation Plan (Sespe 2022) conforms with Section 2712 of SMARA, assuring that the Proposed
Action would prevent or minimize adverse environmental impacts, and mined lands would be reclaimed to
a usable condition that is readily adaptable for alternative uses at the end of the Project. Roads not needed
for post-closure access would be reclaimed following the completion of exploration activities, and reclaimed
areas would be revegetated with a BLM-approved seed mix (SMP 2021). As a result of surface-disturbing
activities under the Proposed Action, and with the implementation of the PDFs (Appendix F), impacts to
soils are anticipated to be minor, short-term, and localized.

3.18.4 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative
Under the No Action Alternative, the project would not be approved by the BLM; however, the area would

remain available for other multiple use activities as approved by the BLM. No impacts to soils are
anticipated under the No Action Alternative except for those occurring under existing conditions.
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3.18.5 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

As outlined in the Reclamation Plan (Sespe 2022), California SMARA regulations, specifically Section
3711, require the salvage of topsoil and other suitable growth media (subsoil) prior to miningactivities, and
redistribution in areas to be revegetated. SMARA Section 3705 also requires soil analysis to determine if
the growth media in revegetation areas consists of native topsoil and is otherwise adequate to support
successful revegetation. Although the potential to use topsoil/subsoil from the Project Area is constrained
by the limited development of the soil profiles (i.e., Project would disturb an estimated 20.54 acres total),
topsoil and subsoil that is feasible to salvage would initially be scraped off the drill pads and new access
road areas and stored along the edges of the pads/roads in small stockpiles and/or berms in accordance with
Section 3711. The topsoil and subsoil would be salvaged and stored through the duration of Project
activities, and then used as backfill for reclamation activities once drilling is complete and equipment
demobilization occurs. Further detail related to topsoil and subsoil storage is available in the Reclamation
Plan (Sespe 2022), which is on file with Imperial County (Reclamation Plan #21-0001).

a) Would the Project directly or indirectly cause potential substantial adverse effects, including
risk of loss, injury, or death involving:

1) Rupture of a known earthquake fault, as delineated on the most recent Alquist-Priolo
Earthquake Fault Zoning Map issued by the State Geologist for the area or based on
other substantial evidence of a known fault? Refer to Division of Mines and Geology
Special Publication 42;

2) Strong Seismic ground shaking;

3) Seismic-related ground failure, including liquefaction and seiche/tsunami; and,

4) Landslides?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not directly or indirectly cause potential substantial
adverse effects, including the risk of loss, injury, or death due to earthquakes and/or slope instability. See
descriptions below.

Fault Rupture: No, the proposed Project would not significantly cause a substantial adverse impact, either
directly or indirectly, involving the rupture of an earthquake fault mapped as part of an Alquist-Priolo
Earthquake Fault Zone (APZ). Per the California Department of Conservation’s (DOC) California
Earthquake Hazards Zone Application (EQ Zapp), the Project site doesnot fall within a currently designated
California Geological Survey (CGS) Earthquake Fault Rupture Hazard (“Alquist-Priolo”) Zone, nor is it
located within a fault-rupture hazard zone. Per the DOC, the closest mapped DOC Alquist-Priolo Zone to
the Project area is the “Brawley Seismic Zone” located approximately 30 miles away to the west.

Additionally, per the Imperial County General Plan (Imperial County 2015), specifically Figure 1 (Seismic
Activity in Imperial County) within the Seismic and Public Safety Element and Figure 7 (Seismic Hazards)
within the Conservation and Open Space Element, the closest shown fault extension is the *“Algodones
Fault” line located approximately five miles to the southwest. Furthermore, Figure 7 (Seismic Hazards)
within the Conservation and Open Space Element notes that the “peak horizontal ground acceleration (the
fastest measured change in speed, for a particle at ground level that is moving horizontally due to an
earthquake) with a 10 percent probably of exceedance in 50 years” within the Project Area s designated as
between 8 percentto 10 percentg (g — acceleration of gravity), which are the lowest seismic risk
classifications show on Figure 7 of the Imperial County General Plan — Conservation and Open Space
Element (Imperial County 2015).

Because the Project site is not located within or near an APZ or other active fault, there s little potential
for the occurrence of surface fault rupture. Because the Project involves exploratory drilling and ancillary
operations (e.g., improving/constructing access roads, installing helipads and drill pads, constructing
staging areas, etc.), no significant slopes would be created. The Project also does not involve the
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construction of any permanent buildings or significant aboveground structures, and therefore the potential
risk to onsite employees and contractors during major seismic events is considered low. As a result, the
Project would not directly orindirectly cause adverse effects, including the risk of loss, injury, or death, as
a result of fault rupture, and Project impacts would be less than significant.

Seismic Ground Shaking: No, the Project would not cause a substantial adverse impact, either directly or
indirectly, from strong seismic ground shaking. As described under CEQA Criteria a)1) above, the Project
site is not located within a mapped earthquake hazard zone (closest DOC-designated APZ fault zone is
located approximately 30 miles away, and the County General Plan “Algodones Fault” line is
approximately four miles away). Additionally, the Imperial County General Plan has designated the Project
Area as having the lowest “peak horizontal ground acceleration” of approximately 8 percent to 10 percent
acceleration of gravity.

Because the Project site is not located within or near an active fault zone, ground shaking during an
earthquake would not present a significant risk or create slope instability. Because the Project involves
exploratory drilling and ancillary operations (e.g., improving/constructing access roads, installing helipads
and drill pads, constructing staging areas, etc.), no significant slopes or buildings/structures would be
created, and therefore the potential risk to onsite employees and contractors during major seismic events is
considered low. As a result, the Project would have less than significant impacts related to strong seismic
ground shaking resulting in a risk of loss, injury, or death.

Ground Failure/Liquefaction: No, the Project would not cause a substantial adverse impact, directly or
indirectly, from seismic-related ground failure, including liquefaction. Asdiscussed above, the Project site
is not located within a mapped earthquake hazard zone. Additionally, per the EQ Zapp, neither the Project
site nor surrounding areas are located within a designated CGS Landslide Zone or CGS Liquefaction Zone.

As discussed above, historical groundwater elevations within the Project Areavary greatly, ranging from
as deep as 100-feet AMSL up to approximately 10- to 20-feet AMSL according to previous hydrology and
soils analysis in the vicinity (Coes et al. 2015). In portions of the Project Area where groundwater was
found close to the native ground surface, there is a potential for liquefaction or ground failure to occur
during strong seismic shaking events. However, as discussed above, the Project involves exploratory
drilling and ancillary operations (e.g., improving/constructing access roads, installing helipads and drill
pads, constructing staging areas, etc.), and no permanent slopes or structures/buildings that would be
susceptible to ground failure/liquefaction would be constructed onsite. As such, the potential for ground
failure or liquefaction at the Project site with the potential to risk loss, injury, or death during major seismic
events is considered low is considered low. Therefore, potential Project impacts related to seismic-related
ground failure, including liquefaction, are less than significant, with no mitigation required.

Landslides: See responsesto CEQA Criteriaa)l), a)2) and a)3) above. Perthe EQ Zapp, neither the Project
site nor surrounding areas are located within a designated CGS Landslide.

The Project site is a relatively flat area with no major manmade landforms or areas with landslide potential
as a result of the historical mining activities. Because the Project involves exploratory drilling and ancillary
operations (e.g., improving/constructing access roads, installing helipads and drill pads, constructing
staging areas, etc.), no significant slopes would be created, nor would any significant recontouring be
required. Similarly, since there would be no mining spoils associated with the drilling campaign, other than
nominal quantities of drill cuttings, there would be no waste piles that would need to be knocked down, or
re-sloped. Following abandonment of the exploratory boreholes, any remaining drill cuttings would be
spread out on the drill pad surfaces and reseeded in accordance with the revegetation plan provided herein,
which would further ensure slope post-Project stability.

Where needed, SMPwould flattenall slopes and floors usingmobileequipment, to ensure no slopes exceed
a 2H:1V (horizontal to vertical) angle in accordance with SMARA performance standards. Proposed
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revegetation in applicable portions of the Project Area would also help further stabilize any regraded
areas/slopes and prevent erosion once roots are established. SMP would maintain onsite slopes as needed
in order to limit potential impacts from erosion. For these reasons, the Project would not result in potential
impacts from slopes and landslides, and less than significant impacts with no further mitigation would
result.

b) Would the Project result in substantial soil erosion or the loss of topsoil?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not result in substantial soil erosion or the loss of
topsoil. Much of the Project Area has been disturbed due to historical mining operations. As such, it is
assumed little topsoil/subsoil remains within the Project Area. Nevertheless, in accordance with SMARA,
prior to grading/ground disturbance, topsoil and subsoil would initially be scraped off the drill pads and
new access road areas and stored along the edges of the pads/roads in small stockpiles and/or berms. The
topsoil and subsoil would be salvaged and stored through the duration of Project exploration activities, and
then used as backfill duringsite reclamationonce drilling is complete and equipment demobilization occurs.
Salvaged topsoil/subsoil from the Project Area would also be used as a growth medium for revegetation.
Once the drilling campaign is complete, the stored topsoil/subsoil would be spread out and reseeded.

Additionally, the drilling campaign would utilize mud sumps to house the drilling fluids. As managed for
the topsoil/subsoil, excavated spoils would also be stored along the edges of the pads and then backfilled
into the excavated pits once drilling is complete and equipment demobilization occurs. These backfilled
materials and any topsoil/subsoil that is salvaged would then be reseeded as part of the overall revegetation
efforts.

Due to the existing topography and the proposed design of the access roads and drill pads, stormwater
runoffand sedimenterosion from the Project Areais considered unlikely. As such, thechances of discharge,
erosion, and/or sedimentation from the Project Area that could adversely impact adjacent properties is
considered very low. As outlined in Reclamation Plan (Sespe 2022) and the Plan (Appendix A), SMP
would implement BMPs (e.g., berms, sandbags, fiber rolls, or silt fencing, etc.) for erosion and sediment
control measures to ensure sediment does not inadvertently erode into adjacent areas during a large storm
or high wind events. The effectiveness of erosion control measures would be monitored throughout the
duration of the Project. SMP would ensure erosion, sediment transport and windblown dust are controlled
by implementation of the storm water BMPs, compliance with ICAPCD applicable rules and regulations,
and site-specific inspections (as needed) conducted by the operator.

As a result, through the salvage and proper storage of any remaining onsite topsoil/subsoil, and with the
implementation of site-specific BMPs and ongoing stabilization of the site slopes, there would be less than
significant Project impacts related to soil erosion and loss of topsoil.

c) Would the Project be located on a geologic unit or soil that is unstable or that would become
unstable as a result of the project, and potentially result in on- or off-site landslides, lateral
spreading, subsidence, liquefaction or collapse?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not be located on or result in unstable geologic
deposits or soils such that on- or off-site landslide, lateral spreading, subsidence, liquefaction, or collapse
would potentially occur. As discussed under CEQA Criteria a) above, per the EQ Zapp, neither the Project
site nor surrounding areas are located within a designated CGS Landslide Zone. Additionally, the DOC’s
(2022) landslide inventory database does not list active or dormant landslides within the Project Area. The
Imperial County General Plan (Imperial County 2015), specifically Figure 2 (Landslide Activity) within
the Seismic and Public Safety Element, also shows that the Project is not within a designated landslide
potential area. Because the Project would be located outside of a landslide zone, and through continued
adherence to the required 2H:1V slope design per County and SMARA standards, impacts related to
seismic-related ground failure, including liquefaction, would be less than significant. Therefore, given that
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the proposed Project and related exploration structures would not be situated in areas known to have
unstable ground conditions, and would not otherwise create such conditions, there would be less than
significant impacts related to unstable geologic units and soil.

d) Wouldthe Projectbe located on expansive soil,as defined in the latest Uniform Building Code,
creating substantial direct or indirect risk to life or property?

No Impact: No, the Project would not be located on expansive soil as defined in as defined in Table 18-1-
B of the Uniform Building Code (1994), creating substantial direct or indirect risks to life or property. As
discussed above, soils in the Project Area are generally developed from weathered granitic rock and
schistose rock substrates. The soils consist of extremely gravelly sands or gravelly loams with up to 90%
coarse fragments. Soils within the Project Areaare of two general types based on substrate and topographic
position: residual soil material weathered in place onslopes andridges; anddeeperalluvial soils transported
by water and gravity to toe slopes, washes and outwash fans. The soils within the Project Area also contain
large areas of disturbance from previous mining and reclamation activities. None of the soils found within
the Project Area are subject to expansion when wetted. Additionally, no permanent or substantial above
ground buildings or structures, or slopes, that could be susceptible to expansive soils would be constructed
as part of the Project. As such, the Project presents no risk to life or property from expansive soils, resulting
in no impacts.

e) Would the Project have soils incapable of adequately supporting the use of septic tanks or
alternative waste water disposal systems where sewers are not available for the disposal of
waste water?

No Impact: No, the Project does not have soils incapable of supporting the use or installation of septic
tanks or alternative wastewater disposal systems. The Project would not involve the installation or use of
septic tanks or alternative wastewater treatment systems. Portable toilets would be provided onsite as
needed. Therefore, the Project would have no new impacts related to septic tanks or alternative wastewater
disposal systems.

f)  Would the Project directly or indirectly destroy a unique paleontological resource or site or
unique geologic feature?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not directly or indirectly destroy a unique
paleontological resource or unique geologic features. As discussed in Section 3.8 above, Project
construction and operations activities would not involve significant excavation or ground disturbance into
previously undisturbed soils. The Project involves exploratory drilling and ancillary operations (e.g.,
improving/constructing access roads, installing helipads and drill pads, constructing staging areas, etc.),
and most Project structures would be constructed at-grade in areas previous disturbed by historical mining
activities. Because these activities would occur in areas that are not considered conducive to fossil
preservation,the potential to encounter paleontological resources is unlikely. Moreover, construction of the
drill site sumps is expected to be the Project aspect that requires the most below ground disturbance, and
these sumps would be approximately 12-feet by 12-feet and 6 feet deep; within Holocene-age (recent)
alluvium, which would not contain any fossil material. Other than minimal regrading to prepare the Oro
Cruz Mine Portal, access roads, drill pads/sumps, and ancillary facilities, the Project activities do not
involve ground disturbance in geologic materials that have any potential to contain fossils. Therefore, the
Project does not have the potential to have a significant impact on these resources.

In accordance with the avoidance and control measures described in Appendix F, all Project surface-
disturbing activity would be limited to the land area essential for the Project. In determining these limits,
considerationwould be given to topography, public health and safety, placement of facilities, and other
limiting factors. Work area boundaries would be appropriately marked to minimize disturbance. All
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workers would strictly limit their activities and vehicles to the areas marked. All workers would be trained
to recognize work area markers and to understand equipment movement restrictions.

Additionally, although no adverse impacts to unique paleontological resources orunique geologic features
are anticipated, nonetheless there is always to potential for undiscovered cultural resources to be
inadvertently discovered. Therefore, SMP would comply with applicable County requirements that grading
work cease in the event that any cultural resources are identified during grading. As discussed in the Plan
(SMP 2021) and the Reclamation Plan (Sespe 2022), all workers, including all construction and drilling
contractorpersonnel, and otherswhoimplement Project activitieswould be givenspecial instruction, which
would include training on distribution, general behavior and ecology, protection afforded by State and
Federal endangered species acts (including prohibitions and penalties), and procedures for reporting
encounters, and the importance of following the protection measures. If onsite employeesor contractors
encounter a potential cultural or paleontological resource, ground disturbing work would halt immediately
within a 100-foot buffer of the resource encountered as a BLM-required mitigation measure (Appendix F),
and an archaeologist would be called in to evaluate the find in accordance with the monitoring and
inadvertent discovery plan in consultation with the BLM archaeologist.

Therefore, through compliance with applicable Imperial County requirements related to undiscovered
paleontological resources, and implementation of the avoidance measures outlined in the Plan (SMP 2021)
and Reclamation Plan (Sespe 2022), the Project would not directly or indirectly destroy a unique
paleontological resource or site or unique geologic feature, and impacts would be less than significant.

3.18.6 Cumulative Effects

The CESA boundary for soils includes the Project Area plus a one-mile buffer (Figure 3-3). This CESA
was chosen as it is the geographic area to which cumulative impacts to soils would occur based on surface
disturbance proposed under the Project. The CESA encompasses 6,260 acres.

Within this CESA, past and present disturbance, as detailed in Table 3-26, has resulted from the following
activities: mineral development and exploration projects (796 acres); utilities, infrastructure, and public
purpose projects (17 acres); roads (30 acres); and dispersed recreation.

Table 3-26 Past, Present, and RFFAs in the Soils CESA

Past, Present, and RFFAs, Disturbances and Projects CESA

CESA Acres 6,260

Past Actions

Mineral Development and Exploration

Sand and Gravel Operations, Materials Sites and Community Sand and Gravel Pits 272
Notices 17
Mining and Exploration Projects 507

Past Actions Total Disturbance Acres 796

Present Actions

Utilities, Infrastructure, and Public Purpose

Power Lines 17
Roads and Railroads Present Actions
Roads 30
Present Actions Total Disturbance Acres 47
Past and Present Total Disturbance Acres 843
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Past, Present, and RFFAs, Disturbances and Projects CESA

Percent of CESA 13

Source: BLM 2022a-b

Of the 6,260 acres covered by the CESA, 843 acres of disturbance are associated with past and present
which is a disturbance of approximately 13 percent of the CESA. There are no RFFAs within the CESA,
other than the Proposed Action, which is analyzed for cumulative impacts in the following section.

Past mineral development and exploration activities within the Soils CESA have not all been actively
reclaimed; however, natural reclamation of vegetation species has likely occurred at the site of past
activitiesovertime, which hasresulted in variouslevels of revegetation, whichis importantfor soil stability
and erosion prevention. Impacts of past and present mineral development and exploration may be long-
term since soil is physically removed and then replaced during reclamation. If an areais not reclaimed, or
soils are not salvaged, existing soils may be buried. The primary effect of mining on soil resourcesis a
temporary decrease in overall soil quality, reduction in soil production capabilities for vegetation and
wildlife, potentially increased soil erosion, and subsequently, an increase in sediment in downstream
surface waters.

Disturbance to soil resourcesassociated with utility, infrastructure, and public purpose projects (such as
powerlines) involves construction of access roads, as well as temporary staging areas, which leads to soil
compaction and removal of vegetation.

Road construction has a long-term effect on soil resources. Effects from unimproved roads include
compaction of the ground, burial of soils and altering water flow on the soil surface. State Routes are paved
with asphalt or concrete, which permanently affects the soil in the area and increases runoff from the
impermeable surface, which further has the potential to increase erosion of adjacent soils.

Dispersed recreation may occur within the CESA in the future, which would be considered an RFFA.
Dispersed recreation may lead to potential increases in the risk of soil erosiondue to surface use, depending
on recreation location. Impacts from RFFAs would be similar to those stated for past and present actions.

Proposed Action

Approval of the Proposed Action would increase disturbance within the CESA by 20.54 acres in addition
to disturbanceassociated with past, present, and RFFAs (843 acres) for a total disturbance of approximately
864 acres, which is approximately 14 percent of the CESA. The Proposed Action in combination with the
past, present, and RFFASs does not significantly contribute to the percentage of surface disturbance within
the CESA; cumulative impacts would be negligible during Project operations and after reclamation occurs
and would be short-term and localized.

No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the proposed Oro Cruz exploration activities would not be approved and
the associated impacts to soils would not occur. Overall, cumulative effects to this CESA from the No
Action Alternative would be less than the Proposed Action since additional surface disturbance from that
alternative would not occur and thus would not additionally impact soils. There would be no cumulative
impacts beyond those currently occurring from past, present, and RFFAs.

3.19  Travel and Transportation

3.19.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-27 provides the determination of Project impacts to transportation.
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Table 3-27  Transportation Environmental Checklist
Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than NO
Transportation Criteria Significant Unless Significant
N Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated

a) | Conflict with a program plan, ordinance or policy
addressing the circulation system, including [l [l ] X
transit,roadway, bicycle and pedestrian facilities?

b) | Would the project conflict or be inconsistent with
the CEQA Guidelines section 15064.3, ] l X l
subdivision (b)?

c) | Substantially increases hazardsdueto a geometric
design feature (e.g., sharp curves or dangerous

intersections) or incompatible uses (e.g., farm U U U X
equipment)?

d) | Resultin inadeguate emergency access?

3.19.2 Affected Environment

The area of analysis fortravel and transportation is the Project Area. The road network in the area consists
primarily of BLM-managed publicaccess roads designated as part of the Northern and Eastern Colorado
Desert Coordinated Management Plan. The majority of roads in the vicinity are unimproved two-track
roadways with native surfaces (i.e., dirt and gravel roads and public access trails) within or adjacent to the
area of analysis that are used by the public. The primary route of travel to access the area of analysis is
Interstate 8 to Ogilby Road, then east on Gold Rock Ranch Road continuing on to BLM-designated access
roads (Figure 1-1). Gold Rock Ranch Road allows primary access to the area of analysis and would not
require improvement. Segments of existing BLM Route 670 that diverges from Gold Rock Ranch Road
(which diverges east into BLM Route 669) would require improvement. There is existing access south of
Gold Rock Ranch Road along Blythe Ogilby Road (via BLM Route 707), not requiring improvement, from
which a new access road would need to be constructed heading north from BLM Route 707 to reach the
southern portion of area of analysis, including the staging area and underground portal (BLM 2017; SMP
2021). In 2020, Annual Average Daily Traffic (AADT) on Blythe Ogilby Road from Interstate 8 was
approximately 17,000 vehicles per day with the peak monthly ADT approaching 20,000 vehicles per day
(Caltrans 2020).

3.19.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

Under the Proposed Action, access to the drill pad sites would be via existing roads (Blythe Ogilby Road and
Gold Rock Ranch Road), new, and improved roadways and via helicopter from the Yuma Airport. Drilling
equipment would be trucked to one of two truck unloading points at existing roads and then would be
mobilized to the Drill Areas within the Project Area. Equipment would be unloaded from low boys onto
the existingroad atthe unload points andno improvements would be needed to accommodate the unloading
of equipment. The helicopter would be used to transport drilling equipment, water, fuel, and supplies to
drill sites and conduct crew changes where necessary. Some drill sites may require access by helicopter
where access by support trucks is not possible.

There are several existing access roads within the Project Area that would require improvement and some
new access roads would need to be constructed. Approximately two miles of existing road would need to be
improved and 6.2 miles of new temporary access roads would need to be constructed, dependent on the
location and associated accessibility of the to-be-determined drill sites within each Drill Area. Most of the
existing access roads requiring improvement are currently about six feet wide and would require an additional
six feet of surface disturbance to widen. The new temporary access roads (locations to be determined
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depending on exact locations of the proposed drill sites) would require a 12-foot width of disturbance. A 2.8-
acre portal staging area would need to be constructed, and access to the Oro Cruz Mine Portal would require
construction of 1.8 miles of a new 15-foot-wide road.

Access roads would be used strictly for Project support vehicles to access the exploration Drill Areas, and
they would be signed as having limited access. Gold Rock Ranch Road is gated at its intersection with
Tumco Wash, which would serve as the safety barrier to Drill Areas 2, 3,4, 5, and 7. To restrict access to
Drill Areas 1 and 6, barriers would be constructed from onsite material from areas disturbed to prevent
unauthorized access. The proposed new access road would be secured from unauthorized access for the
duration of activity at the portal staging area while assuring access by BLM staff. A gate would be placed
across the road accompanied by proper deterrence on either side of the gate (i.e., fence, berm, or large
boulder). Safety barriers would be constructed at designated points along new access routes to prevent
public access but would be removed during reclamation. Advanced notice of access restrictions would be
posted by the BLM.

No maintenance is planned for improved existing roads during the active drilling period and reclamation
would occur after the roads are no longer needed for operations.

Access roads would be used by up to two track-mounted drill rigs, a CAT D8 bulldozer, excavator, track
hoe, and support vehicles. Two water trucks and five support vehicles per shift would be required to visit
the drill sites each day. The helicopter would make up to 10 trips per day to required drill sites. AADT on
Blythe Ogilby Road and access roads within the Project Areawould temporarily increase as a result of the
Proposed Action. Project personnel accessing the site would result in approximately 45 trips per day on
BLM access roads within the area of analysis for drill crew members, Project employees, and water truck
deliveries (Tupper 2022). Fuel deliveries would happen once every approximately five days. A maximum
of 10 workers would be required on-site at the Project during operations, including for both above ground
and underground proposed exploration operations. The drilling rig and other equipment proposed for
operations would typically remain on-site during exploration. Water would be sourced offsite to the Project
Area and to the underground exploration operations through Drill Area 1, resulting in up to an additional
14 round trips per day to account for water trucks. The additional traffic generated from the temporary
operations ofthe Proposed Action wouldbe negligible in terms of AADT increases ontheseroads. Monthly
ADT would temporarily increase during each approximately two-week drilling campaign, but traffic levels
would return to existing conditions following Project completion.

Underthe Proposed Action, impacts to travel andtransportation, includingaccessandtraffic,are anticipated
to be negligible, short-term, and localized.

3.19.4 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be approved by the BLM; however, the area would
remain available for other multiple use activities as approved by the BLM. No impacts to travel and
transportation are anticipated under the No Action Alternative except for those occurring under existing
conditions.

3.19.5 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

The Project would require use of existing and construction of new access roads to facilitate exploration
operations. Reclamation and BMPs for such are further discussed in the Reclamation Plan (Sespe 2022) in
addition to the analysis provided below.

Vehicle Trips/Miles Travelled: In 2013, the Californialegislatureenacted SB 743, which required,among
other things, that the State of California Governor’s Office of Planning and Research (OPR) adopt new
guidelines for assessing transportation impacts, specifically that traffic congestion would no longer be
considered in assessing a significantimpact under CEQA. Specifically, CEQA lead agencies must now
analyze a project’s CEQA transportation impacts using vehicle miles travelled (VMT) metric. The OPR’s
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Technical Advisory (OPR 2018) document provides guidance for evaluating this new transportation impact
method. Therefore, the Project’s potential transportationand VMT impacts are presented and quantified
utilizing the OPR’s Technical Advisory methods under CEQA Criteria b) below.

The Project’s total daily heavy-duty and light-duty vehicle trips and associated vehicle miles travelled
(VMT) was estimated as part of the air emissions and air quality analysis. Vehicle trips and VMT were
quantified for both the Project construction and operational phases, based upon the proposed activities that
would require vehicle operations. Based upon the air emissions inventory conducted for the Project, Table
3-28 below summarizes the estimated daily vehicle one-way trips and associate VMT’s. Note these
estimates conservatively assume that all Project activities (i.e., road construction, drill site construction,
exploratory drilling, and laydown yard operations) would be occurring simultaneously on a given
operational day.

Table 3-28 Estimated Project Vehicle Trips & Vehicle Miles Travelled

Project Operations One-Way Trips per Day VMTs per Day
Road Construction 12 30

Drill Site Construction 2 15

Exploratory Drilling 38 270

Laydown Yard Emissions 12 180

Totals: 64 495

OPR’s guidance and Section 15064.3 of the CEQA Guidelines statesthat “...“vehicle miles traveled’ refers
to the amount and distance of automabile travel attributable to a project. Here, the term “automobile’ refers
to on-road passenger vehicles, specifically cars and light trucks.” (OPR 2018). For this reason, generally
heavy-duty trucks should be excluded from a project’s VMT evaluation; however, conservatively the
Project’s heavy-duty truck activity are included within the daily VMTs shown in Table 3-28 above.
Specifically, the Federal Highway Administration’s (FHWA’s) largest passenger car equivalence (PCE)
factor of 4 automobiletrips per 1 trucktrip was utilizedto quantified VMT’s from heavy-duty truck activity.

a) Wouldthe Projectconflictwith a program plan, ordinanceor policyaddressing the circulation
system, including transit, roadway, bicycle and pedestrian facilities?

No Impact: No, the Project would not conflict with a program, plan, ordinance, or policy addressing the
circulation system, including transit, roadway, bicycle, and pedestrian facilities. As discussed above,
existing access roads would be used to the extent possible but some new access roads would be required
across BLM land (Figure 2-1). However, the access routes that would be used are pre-existing BLM-
authorized routes, and the proposed drill sites and new access roads would be mostly located within
previouslymined anddisturbed areas. I-8, Blythe Ogilby Road, and Gold Rock Ranch Road are the primary
regional County roadways that would be used for access; however, no improvements would be required
along these roads as they have sufficient capacity and design to safely accommodate Project vehicles and
equipment. Additionally, prior to initiating onsite construction activities, SMP would be required to obtain
a temporary access encroachment permit through the Imperial County Public Works Department. As part
of the encroachment permit, SMP would prepare and implement a temporary traffic control plan to ensure
that vehicles and equipment would safely ingress/egress from the Project Area onto public roadways.

The exploration drilling aspects of the Project would require approximately 13,820-linear-feet (2.6 miles)
of existing road improvements, and approximately 32,740-linear-feet (6.2 miles) of new temporary access
road construction; however, these new access roads would be used strictly for Project support vehicles to
access the exploration Drill Areas (i.e., public access would be prohibited). Signage would be installed at
appropriate ingress/egress points clearly describing the roads as having limited access.
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Access to the Oro Cruz Mine Portal would also require the construction of 9,640-linear-feet (1.8 miles) of
a new 15-foot-wide road. While this road would remain as an access road to support the site post-closure
during reclamation, monitoring, and underground exploration activities, the road would be secured from
unauthorized access for the duration of activity at the portal staging area while assuring access by BLM
staff. To ensure the public does not inadvertently access this roadway, a gate would be placed across the
road accompanied by proper deterrence on either side of the gate (i.e., fence, berm, or large boulder).

As summarized above, any new access roads constructed as part of the Project would be used strictly for
Project support vehicles to access the exploration Drill Areas. Signage would be installed at appropriate
ingress/egress pointsclearly describing the roads as having limited access. The number of vehiclesrequired
to travel to and from the Project site during the 12- to 24-month exploratory period would be minimal
(which would include light-duty employee and contractor vehicles). Additionally, transport of the larger
drilling rigs and ancillary equipment to the Project site via public roadways using a lowboy would occur
infrequently (i.e., estimate prior to drilling of the initial exploratory hole, and demobilization once
exploration operations are complete). This minimal number of vehicles and trucks entering or leaving the
Project area would not adversely impact the County’s circulation systems, nor would it conflict with
applicable County transit programs or policies. Additionally, a temporary traffic control plan would be
implemented to ensure that vehicles and equipment would safely ingress/egress from the Project Area.

As aresult, the Project would not impact any County program, plan, ordinance, or policy related to transit,
roadway, bicycle, or pedestrian facilities in the vicinity of the Project, and no impacts would occur.

b) Would the project conflict or be inconsistent with the CEQA Guidelines section 15064.3,
subdivision (b)?

Less Than Significant Impacts: The proposed Project would not conflict with or be inconsistent with
CEQA Guidelines Section 15064.3(b). CEQA Guidelines Section 15064.3(b) requires that a project’s
potential transportation impactsbe evaluated usingthe “vehicle miles traveled (VMT)”” metric, whichrefers
to the amount and distance of automobile travel attributable to a project on a daily basis. To address the
requirements of CEQA Guidelines Section 15064.3(b), in 2018 the Governor’s Office of Planning and
Research (OPR) published the Technical Advisory on Evaluating Transportation Impacts in CEQA (OPR,
2018), which states that “Projects that generate or attract fewer than 110 trips per day generally may be
assumed to cause a less-than-significant vehicle miles travelled (VMT) impact.” As discussed above, the
maximum number of onsite employeesand contractors travelling to and fromthe Project Area in a given
day is estimated to be up to 13 total (which would result in a maximum of approximately 64 trips per day).
In addition to light-duty employee and contractor vehicles, larger heavy-duty trucks would also be utilized
intermittently to deliver materialsand equipmentto the Project Area; however, OPR’s guidanceand Section
15064.3 of the CEQA Guidelinesstates that “... ‘vehicle milestraveled’ refers to the amount and distance
of automobile travel attributable to a project. Here, the term ‘automobile’ refers to on-road passenger
vehicles, specifically carsand lighttrucks.” (OPR 2018). As such, Projecttrips involving heavy-duty trucks
have been excluded from this VMT evaluation.

As stated above, the Project is estimated to generate a maximum of 64 new vehicle trips per day as a result
of employees and contractors traveling to and from the Project Area to conduct exploration activities. The
Project’s maximum daily vehicle trip could is well below OPR’s screening threshold of 110 trips per day.
Therefore, the proposed Project would result in no impact related to VMT and would not conflict or be
inconsistent with CEQA Guidelines Section 15064.3(b)(3), and no impacts would occur.

c) Wouldthe Projectsubstantially increase hazards dueto a geometric designfeature (e.g., sharp
curves or dangerous intersections) or incompatible uses (e.g., farm equipment)?

No Impact: No, the proposed Project would not substantially increase hazards due to a geometric design
feature or incompatible uses. Conversely, by improving many of the existing BLM access roads within the
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Project Area, the Project would improve vehicle safety within the area. Additionally, installation of other
safety features (e.g., berms, fences, signs, etc.) throughout the site would further ensure the public or other
recreational vehicles to not inadvertently access incompatible or unsafe areas. See response to CEQA
Criteria a) above for additional detail.

As discussed above, road improvements would occur within the Project Area, and there are no proposed
changes to the design or layout of the public ingress/egress points connecting to public roadways,
specifically Gold Ranch Road and Ogilby Road/SR-34. As shown on Figure 2-1, SMP’s proposed access
road improvements are not located adjacent to a public roadway, rail crossing, or pedestrian/vehicle area,
and none of the proposed Project activities would impact driver safety or visibility. For these reasons, the
Project would not result in alterations to nearby roadways, installation or expansion of new driveways or
geometric design features, or creation of incompatible uses along these roadways, and no impacts would
occur.

d) Would the Project result in inadequate emergency access?

No Impact: No, the proposed Projectwouldnotresultin inadequate emergency access. As discussed above,
other than construction of new and improved internal access roads on BLM lands within the Project Area,
there are no proposed design changes to the existing ingress/egress points connecting to Gold Ranch Road
and Ogilby Road/SR-34. The Project would not result in alterations to existing adjacent roadways, parking
areas, etc. Project equipment and vehicles would be parked off public roads within designated onsite
parking areas and would not block emergency access routes. Additionally, no road closures are proposed
during Project exploration or reclamation activities. Furthermore, SMP would coordinate with local law
enforcement and fire departments to provide 24-hour access as needed for emergency response. As a result,
the proposed Project would not impede existing emergency access in the Project vicinity, and no impacts
would occur.

3.20  Vegetation, including Noxious and Non-Native Invasive Species
3.20.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

The IS determination pursuant to CEQA for vegetation is included under Section 3.18.1 as the IS analyzes
all biological resources within one category.

3.20.2 Affected Environment

The area of analysis for vegetation, including noxious and non-native invasive species, is the Project Area,
includingthe temporary portal accessroad, plusa 500-foot buffer (Figure 3-8). Vegetation habitat mapping
was conducted prior to conducting field surveys using spatial analysis software to estimate the type and
extent of vegetation habitat within the area of analysis. Biological surveys were conducted in March 2021,
including vegetation surveys, and additional detail on the methods used to determine vegetation habitat and
the survey resultsis further discussed in Biological Resource Technical Report and Assessment Oro Cruz
Exploration Project (WestLand 2021).

Vegetation in the area of analysis consists of low desert scrub, typical of the region in southeastem
California, and is sparse in the upland and xeroriparian habitats. The uplands are dominated by very low-
density shrub communities of creosote (Larreatridentata) and brittlebush (Encelia farinose). There are
also large portions of the area of analysis with disturbed habitats that are dominated by non-native species,
includingtamariskand yellowdome (Trichoptilium incisum). The xeroriparianhabitat is generally the same
as the uplands habitat but also includes widely spaced upland trees and ocotillo (Fouquieria splendens).
During pedestrian surveys in March 2021, three California Native Plant Society vegetation categories were
identified within the area of analysis (Figure 3-8), including black mustard (Brassica nigra) and other
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mustards semi-natural stands, blue palo verde (Parkinsoniaflorida)-ironwood (Olneya tesota) alliance, and
creosote-brittlebush alliance (WestLand 2021). These vegetation categories were mapped using GIS
software to estimate the approximate horizontal space occupied by the three categories and provide
nomenclatural frameworks for characterizing these complex vegetative realities. Additional detail on each
vegetation category is provided below:

Black mustard and other mustards semi-natural stands

This vegetation category represents approximately 18 percent of the area of analysis and 24 percent of the
Project Area and is associated with disturbed and barren areas. Black mustard was not observed in the area
of analysis, but a closely related non-native mustard, Saharan mustard (Brassica tourneforti) was present
in both naturally disturbed areas (i.e., wash scour) and human-disturbed areas (roads, camp sites, waste
rock piles). This community is not classified as sensitive by the CDFW (CDFW 2020a).

Blue palo verde-ironwood alliance

Thisvegetation category representsapproximately two percent of both the areaof analysisandProject Area
and is primarily restricted to xeroriparian areas (i.e., washes, drainages, and narrow canyons). Commonly
occurring species include blue palo verde, ironwood, sweethush (Bebbia juncea), lance leaved ditaxis
(Ditaxis lanceolata), desert lavender (Hyptis emoryi), ocotillo, and Anderson’s desert thorn (Lycium
andersonii). This natural community is classified as sensitive by the CDFW (CDFW 2020a).

Creosote-brittlebush alliance

This vegetation category represents approximately 79 percent of the area of analysis and 74 percent of the
Project Area and occurs in a variety of topographic settings. Commonly occurring species include creosote,
brittlebush, ocotillo, beavertail prickly pear (Opuntia basilarus), and burrobush (Ambrosia dumosa). This
natural community is also classified as sensitive by the CDFW (CDFW 2020a).

Noxious and Invasive, Non-Native Species

No noxious and invasive non-native weed species, as identified and managed under Section 52332 of the
CaliforniaFood and Agriculture Code and the California Noxious Weeds list maintained by the Califomnia
Department of Food and Agriculture (CDFA 2021), were observed within the area of analysis. Saharan
mustard (Brassica tourneforti), a Class “C” Rated Weed under CCR 4500 Noxious Weeds List (CDFA
2021), was observed within the area of analysis.

Special Status Plant Species

No BLM special status species were found within the Project Area. A CEQA special status species, Pink
fairyduster (Calliandraeriophylla), was identified as historically and presently occurring in low densities
within the Project Area within the desktop delineated potential microphyll woodland area of the
Parkinsonia Florida—Olneya Tesota vegetation category (Figure 3-8) (WestLand 2021).

Two BLM sensitive plant species were identified as having potential habitat within the area of analysis,
with a low potential of occurrence. Wiggin’s croton (Croton wigginsii) is commonly found in sandy areas
in desert dunes and Sonoran desert scrub. A small area of suitable sandy habitat was identified during the
March 2021 baselinesurveys in Sonorandesertscrub onthe western edge of the areaof analysis, but outside
the Project Area. Sandfood (Pholisma sonorae) is commonly found in sandy soils, sand dunes, and other
sandy areas and is considered a root parasite of desert shrubs. Small pockets of suitable sandy soils were
identified during the March 2021 baseline surveys in the western side of the area of analysis, and burrobush
(Ambrosia dumosa), a suitable host plant, was identified as occurring within the area of analysis, both
outside of theProject Area(WestLand 2021). Neither Wiggin’s crotonnor Ssandfood were observed during
the March 2021 baseline surveys within the area of analysis. Both plant speciesare designated as special
status speciesthat are known to occur on BLM lands managed by the El Centro Field Office (BLM 2015).
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3.20.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

Under the Proposed Action, surface disturbance would occur from the construction of a staging area,
exploration roads (including improvements to existing roads), sumps, and drill pads. Surface disturbance
would directly impact vegetation communities within the Project Area from the removal of vegetation,
which could increase soil erosion and the possibility of spreading noxious and invasive non-native species.
Per the PDFs outlined in Appendix F, SMP would revegetate disturbed areas with native seed mixtures
approved by the BLM. A diverse, native plant community would be targeted, and the seed mix list would
be reviewed prior to revegetation activities initiating. With implementation of these PDFs and CMAs,
impacts to vegetation communities as a result of 20.54 acres of surface disturbance are anticipated to be
minor, short-term, and localized.

Impacts on vegetation resources from noxious and invasive, non-native species may include the
establishmentandspreadof thesespecies duringexplorationactivities or reclamation. The Proposed Action
would create 20.54 acres of surface disturbance, which could allow for weeds to invade new areas within
the Project Area. All seed mixes andnatural erosionproducts used for reclamationwould be certified weed-
free. Weed control practices would be implemented as necessary in coordination with the BLM, and non-
native invasive plants would be removed manually, as specified in the Reclamation Plan (Sespe 2022).
Additionally, CMA LUPA-BIO-10 would require implementation to be consistent with BLM state and
national policies and guidance for integrated weed actions, which would include thoroughly washing
vehicles prior to entering the Project site among other weed management measures described further for
CMAs in Appendix F. Impacts from the Proposed Action on the spread and encroachment of noxious and
invasive non-native species are expected to be negligible, short-term, and localized.

Impacts to special status plant species would include the disturbance of up to 20.54 acres of vegetation
communities that may provide potential habitat for Wiggin’s croton and Sandfood. No BLM special status
plant species have been identified within the Project Area, thus no direct impact to BLM sensitive plant
species would occur from direct removal of individuals or populations. Direct impacts to the potentially
occurring CEQA sensitive plant species could occur fromthe removal of up to 20.54 acres of potential
habitat, as surface disturbance could occur at any location throughout the Project Area as exploration
activities progress through the life of the Project. However, as outlined in the PDFs that would be
implemented throughout the life of the Project (Appendix F), pre-construction vegetation surveyswould
be conducted to identify any occurrences of all special status and/or sensitive plant species prior to surface
disturbance activitiescommencing in order to implement the appropriate fencing and avoidance measures.
Reclamation would occur on proposed disturbances within special status plant species habitat, reducing
long-term impacts from habitat removal. Should special status plant species be identified during Project
activities, the BLM would require SMP to implementtemporary barrier fencingaroundthe individual plants
for avoidance and to minimize impacts throughout the life of the Project. Additional CMAs would also be
required to minimize impacts to special status species, including LUPA-BIO-7, LUPA-BIO-13, LUPA-
BIO-PLANT-2, LUPA-BIO-SVF-6, LUPA-BIO-VEG-1, and LUPA-BIO-VEG-2, as included and
described in Appendix F. Impacts to special status plants under the Proposed Action would be negligible,
short-term, and localized.

3.20.4 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be approved by the BLM; however, the area would
remain available for other multiple use activities as approved by the BLM. As such, no impacts to
vegetation, including spread of noxious and invasive non-native species, would occur under the No Action
Alternative.
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3.20.5 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

The impact analysis determination pursuant to CEQA for vegetation is included under Section 3.18.5 as
the IS analyzes all biological resources within one category.

3.20.6 Cumulative Effects

The CESA boundary for vegetation includes the Project Area plus a one-mile buffer (Figure 3-3). This
CESA waschosenasitis the geographic areato which cumulative impacts to vegetationwould occur based
on surface disturbance and vegetation removal proposed under the Project. The CESA encompasses 6,260
acres.

Within this CESA, past and present disturbance, as detailed in Table 3-29, has resulted from the following
activities: mineral development and exploration projects (796 acres); utilities, infrastructure, and public
purpose projects (17 acres); roads (30 acres); and dispersed recreation.

Table 3-29  Past, Present, and RFFAs in the Vegetation CESA

Past, Present, and RFFAs, Disturbances and Projects CESA

CESA Acres 6,260

Past Actions

Mineral Development and Exploration

Sand and Gravel Operations, Materials Sites and Community Sand and Gravel Pits 272
Notices 17
Mining and Exploration Projects 507

Past Actions Total Disturbance Acres 796

Present Actions

Utilities, Infrastructure, and Public Purpose

Power Lines 17
Roads and Railroads Present Actions

Roads 30

Present Actions Total Disturbance Acres 47

Past and Present Total Disturbance Acres 843

Percent of CESA 13

Source: BLM 2022a-b

Of the 6,260 acres covered by the CESA, 843 acres of disturbance are associated with past and present
actions which is a disturbance of approximately 13 percent of the CESA. There are no RFFAs within the
CESA, other than the Proposed Action, which is analyzed for cumulative impacts in the following section.

Impacts to vegetation species from mineral development and exploration activities in the CESA include
vegetation removal. While some of these past projects have not been actively reclaimed, natural
re-establishment of vegetation has occurred over time resulting in various levels of revegetation. Impacts
from mineral development and exploration can be long-term. Re-establishment of vegetation would
eventually occur on mining disturbances, whether through the revegetation measures required for specific
projects or through natural revegetation.

Within the vegetation CESA, disturbance associated with utilities, infrastructure, public purpose projects
included native vegetation removal during construction. After construction of utility and infrastructure
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projects, access roadsremainfor maintenance, which creates a long-termimpact to vegetation in the CESA.
Disturbance associated with roads in the CESA has affected vegetation since the road area includes
vegetation removal, and areas disturbed by vehicles are often slower to re-establish because the soils have
been compacted.

Dispersed recreation may occur within this CESA in the future, which would be considered an RFFA.
Impacts from RFFAs would be similar to those stated for past and present actions.

Proposed Action

Approval of the Proposed Action would increase disturbance within the CESA by 20.54 acres in addition
to disturbanceassociated with past, present, and RFFASs (843 acres) for a total disturbance of approximately
864 acres, which is approximately 14 percent of the CESA. The Proposed Action in combination with the
past, present,and RFFAs does not significantly contribute to the percentage of surface disturbance within
the CESA. Considering past and present disturbance to vegetation within the CESA, combined with
potential RFFAs of wildfires and continued dispersed recreation and combined with the Proposed Action,
cumulative impacts to vegetation would be negligible to minor, short-term, and localized.

No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the proposed Oro Cruz exploration activities would not be approved and
the associated impacts to vegetation, including noxious and non-native invasive species, would not occur.
Overall, cumulative effects to this CESA from the No Action Alternative would be less than the Proposed
Action since additional surface disturbance from that alternative would not occur and thus would not
additionally impact vegetation. There would be no cumulative impacts beyond those currently occurring
from past, present, and RFFAsS.

3.21 Visual Resources

3.21.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-30 provides impact determinations of the Project on aesthetics for criteria other than as provided
in Public Resources Code Section 21099.

Table 3-30 Aesthetics Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Aesthetics Criteria Significant Unless Significant
N Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated
a) | Havea substantialadverse effect on a scenic vista n n ¢ n

or scenic highway?

b) | Substantially damage scenic resources, including,
but not limited to trees, rock outcroppings, and O O O X
historic buildings within a state scenic highway?
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Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than

Aesthetics Criteria Significant Unless Significant No
N Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated

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

d) | Create a new source of substantial light or glare
which would adversely affect day or nighttime O O X O
views in the area?

3.21.2 Affected Environment

The area of analysis for visual resources is the Project Area and the viewshed of three Key Observation
Points (KOPs) selected for analysis as areas representing the geographic region where the Project could
potentially be visible by casual observers (Figure 3-9). Scenic quality is a measure of the visual appeal of
a parcel of land, and Section 102(a)(8) of FLPMA placed an emphasis on the protection of the quality of
scenic resources on public lands. Section 101(b) of the NEPA requires that measures be taken to ensure
that aesthetically pleasing surroundings be retained for all Americans. Per BLM H-1601-1 Land Use
Planning Handbook, the BLM manages resource uses and management activities consistent with Visual
Resource Management (VRM) objectives established in the land use plan (BLM 2005). The VRM
objectivesdesignate classes for BLM-administered lands in order to identify and evaluate scenic values to
determine the appropriate levels of management during land use planning. The BLM identifies four VRM
Classes (I through V) with specific management descriptions for each class, which represent the relative
value of the visual resources. Classes | and Il are the most valued, Class Il represents a moderate value,
and Class IV represents the least value. In addition, Class | is generally assigned to those areas where a
managementdecisionhas beenmade previously to maintainanatural landscape. The DRECP LUPA (BLM
2016) assigned VRM classes ranging from Class | to Class IV to all BLM lands within the CDCA in
accordance with BLM H-1601-1. The majority of the Project Area falls within VRM Class I11, with a small
southern portion of Drill Area 6 being VRM Class IV (Figure 3-10). VRM Class Il allows for moderate
changesto the characteristic landscape to partially retainthe existing character of the landscape, while VRM
Class IV allows for major changes to the characteristic landscape to provide for management activities that
require such. The viewshed of each of the three KOPs is summarized below in terms of the foreground,
middleground, and background distance zones per the BLM Visual Resources Inventory Manual H-8410-
1 (BLM 1986).

KOP 1

KOP 1 is located at the Tumco parking lot/kiosk area facing southeast toward the proposed Project. KOP 1
was selected due to the significance and recreational nature of the Tumco Historic Mine off Blythe Ogilby
Road and would be most readily viewed by recreational users of the Tumco Historic Minesite walking
tour.

The foreground to middleground zone of the landscape consists of rugged, defined, circular rough rocks
and sparse to clustered, irregular vegetation. In the foreground, the landscape appears as an irregular,
horizontal form and a designated, unpaved walking trail has a bold, curving effect. Vegetation appears
diffuse, broken, and jagged and clumped in some areas with varying color from green to brown. As the
foregroundtransitions to the middleground zone, vegetation becomes moreindistinctand irregularly sparse
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and clustered. Land features in the middleground appear rugged to smooth with a diverging effect. BLM
signage, posts, and a gate identifying the Tumco Historic Mine boundary are present in the middleground
taking on linear vertical and horizonal form. The structures are bold and dark brown and contrast with the
natural landscape.

The background zone is comprised of the west slopes of the Cargo Muchacho Mountains. Undulating,
angular peaks along the crest of the mountains create pyramidal formswith irregular, angular lines along
the backdrop of the blue sky. The mountain peaks range from low to tall and create a jagged line effect
againstthe sky backdrop. Lower slopesof the mountains framingeither side of the middleground zone have
bolder lines creating variability in depth, insinuating the presence of canyon-like corridors. VVegetation is
indistinguishable along the background mountain features. The mountains have a gray appearance while
the sun creates a luminous effect in the blue sky above the mountains.

KOP 2

KOP 2 is located traveling north at a pullout off Blythe Ogilby Road and faces northeast toward the Cargo
Muchacho Mountains. KOP 2 was selected due to its proximity to the Project Area and the potential for
drilling to be visible by people traveling north on Blythe Ogilby Road in their periphery.

In the immediate foreground from KOP 2, the ground appears flat and wide with weak curving lines in the
gravel. The ground is dotted with varying small to large, rounded rocks. Coarse, clustered vegetation is
prominent in the foreground. The middleground consists of a soft dirt road and takes on a linear to curving
form. The landscape of the middleground is primarily flat with indistinct vegetation clusters creating
textures varying from coarse to smooth, with the ground appearingas tan and gray-brown. In the foreground
to middleground, vegetation contrasts with the landscape as green, tan, and brown.

A weak, horizontal line is formed where the middleground meets the background zone at the base of the
mountains. Jagged, angular peaks line the sky along the top of the Cargo Muchacho Mountains in the
background. Mountain formations are bolder and more complex in the left most view of KOP 2 and as the
user pans to the right, mountain features become less striated and fainter. This contrast creates variability
in depth of the mountain range from the middleground to background.

There are no buildings, fences, or other structures visible in the foreground, middleground, or background
zones of KOP 2.

KOP 3

KOP 3 is located traveling south at a pullout off Blythe Ogilby Road and faces southeast toward the Cargo
Muchacho Mountains. KOP 3 was chosen due to its proximity to the Project Area and the potential for
drilling to be visible by people traveling south on Blythe Ogilby Road in their periphery.

In the immediate foreground of KOP 3, a flat, linear, developed road runs parallel to the soil edge of the
landscape. Bold lines separate the road from the natural soil landscape featuring sparse to clustered
vegetation. Aboldyellowline runs downthe center of the cracked, grey asphaltroad which highly contrasts
with the natural landscape. Southward along the road, vegetation and soil lines begin to converge and
become softerand moreindistinguishable in the middleground zone. To the right of the middleground zone,
tall, vertical power poles contrast with the blue sky. Textures of the landscape in the middleground zone
are gradational, transitioning from coarse to smooth. As vegetation meets the base of the mountains, it
appears grainy and greenish brown to indistinct.

The background zone of KOP 3 is comprised of mountain crests and blue sky. Mountain features are more
prominent in the left side views from KOP 3. As the user pans to the right, the jagged, rough mountains
begin to converge with the smooth, blue sky and become hidden behind the vegetation located in the
middleground zone.
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3.21.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

Visual contrast rating worksheets were completed for each of the KOPs analyzed to determine
environmental impacts under the Proposed Action and are included as Appendix H.

KOP 1

. The distance between KOP 1 and the proposed Project facing the drill areas is less than one mile away.
Disturbance activity is unlikely to be visible so long as disturbance occurs at lower elevations (hidden by
vegetation) or higher elevations (hidden in avalley/canyon). Assuming disturbance occurs vertically up the
mountains in the background or lower within the valleys/canyons, the contrast of operations and drilling
equipment would be weak against the natural landscape.

Soils in the area would appear lighter in color upon exposure during drilling. These exposed soils would
contrast with dark colored drill pads and equipment. While there is a possibility the Project would attract
the attention of recreationalists andtravelers visiting the historic Tumco walking area, the degree of contrast
of the Projectconstructionand operationat Drill Areas 1, 3and 5 would be weak, creating indistinguishable
linear features. Impacts to the viewshed from KOP 1 would be negligible, short-term, and localized.

KOP 2

KOP 2 is located approximately two miles away from Drill Area 6. It is anticipated that much of the Project
would not be visible due to the mountainous topography of the proposed Project Area. Drilling equipment
might be visible in the far background against the mountainsand a helicopter may be temporarily visible
during occasional travel to Drill Area 6. Assuming disturbance occurs vertically up the mountains in the
background or lower within the valleys/canyons, contrast of operation equipment would be weak against
the natural landscape. Itis possible that the degree of contrast would be none if disturbance were to occur
lower in the valleys behind the face of the mountain directly in front of KOP 2.

Soils in the area would appear lighter in color upon exposure during drilling, which would contrast with
dark colored drill pads and equipment. While there is a possibility the Project would attract the attention of
recreationalists and travelers dueto its proximity to KOP 1, the degree of contrast of the Project construction
and operation at Drill Area 6 would be weak and linear features of drilling equipment would be
indistinguishable. Any visual contrast created as a result of the Project would be temporary during
exploration activitiesand would not be constant within Drill Area 6 or along the access roads during the
life of the Project. Impacts to the viewshed from KOP 2 would be negligible, short-term, and localized.

KOP 3

KOP 3 is located approximately onemile away fromthe Project Area and faces Drill Area 3. Itis anticipated
that the Project Area would not be visible due to the surrounding mountainous topography and tall
vegetation in the foreground and middleground zones. Assuming disturbance would occur at higher
elevationsalong the mountainsin the background or lower within the valleys/canyons of the drill areas,
contrast of operations and drilling equipment would be weak against the natural landscape. Project
operations would likely occur behind the face of the mountains and would not be visible from KOP 3.

While there isa possibility the Projectwouldattract the view of travelers drivingalong Blythe Ogilby Road
from KOP 3, the degree of contrast of drilling equipment, construction of drill pads, and vehicles utilizing
Project accessroads would be temporary and inconsistent. A helicopter traveling from Drill Area 1 to Drill
Area 3 may be visible occasionally and for short periods of time. Any visual contrast created as a result of
the Projectwould be temporary duringexploration activities and would notbe constantwithin all drill areas,
including Drill Area 3 or along the access roads during the life of the Project.

Under the Proposed Action, a 40-foot drill rig line against the existing landscape would have weak degree
of contrast to form, color, line and texture elements of the existing background and would not be noticeable
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to the casual viewer. Based on BLM Manual 8400-Visual Resource Management (BLM 1984), the drill
pad area would be in the background distance zone where the texture and form of individual elements are
no longer readily apparent in the landscape, appearing in patterns or outlines. The proposed drill rigs may
add additional formand lines in the background zone as tall, vertical forms adding opposing colors not
currently present in the existing landscape (including reflective surfaces), but they would not result in a
strong degree of contrast and would likely be a weak, indistinct line element in the viewshed. The Project
would be implemented over a period of up to two years, with drilling occurring up to two weeks at each of
the 65 proposed drill sites prior to moving to a new drill site location. There would be up to two drill rigs
in operations at a time within the Project Area, operatingon a 12- or 24-hour-per-day schedule, with the
potential for both drill rigs to be operating within one Drill Area. Weak, indistinct line elements would
appear in the viewshed (Figure 3-9) under the Proposed Action from equipment, drill pads, and road
improvements and construction; however, the contrast of the drilling equipment at each drill site against
the existing characteristic landscape would be temporary and not sedentary to one location as Project
activities would move between each Drill Area. Additionally, the Project Area has been designated as a
BLM VRM Class Il (BLM 2005, 2016), with a small portion designated as BLM VRM Class 1V in the
southernmost area (Figure 3-10). Overall, impacts to visual resources would be negligible, short-term, and
localized.

3.21.4 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, impacts to visual resources are not anticipated as the Project would not
be approved and the associated form, line, and texture from temporary structures, equipment, and access
road improvements and construction would not be present against the characteristic landscape of KOPs 1,
2, or 3. Impacts to visual resources would continue to occur under existing conditions.

3.21.5 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

Refer to the Viewshed Analysis for Indirect Visual Area of Potential Effect technical memorandum in
Appendix E for additional detail supporting the below impact analysis.

a) Would the Project have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic vista or scenic highway?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic
vista or scenic highway. A scenic vista is generally defined as a viewpoint that provides panoramic or
focused views of a highly valued landscape or scenic resource for the benefit of the general public. Scenic
vistas may also generally consist of views of mountain ranges and ridgelines.

Per the Imperial County General Plan (Imperial County 2015) the Project is located within the broader
“Pilot Knob Mesa” area, which the County has designated as having “Moderate Value” in terms of visual
quality. More specifically, the Project is located within the foothills of the Cargo Muchacho Mountains. As
discussed in the Viewshed Analysis for Indirect Visual Area of Potential Effect memorandum (see
Appendix E), only the top portions of the 40-foot-high drill rig would be partially visible from certain
public viewpoints, primarily those areas immediately adjacent to the proposed access roads/drill pads;
however, as presented in the Viewshed Analysis for Indirect Visual Area of Potential Effect, it was
determined the visible Project structures would have weak degree of contrast in terms of form, color, line
and texture elements of the existing background and would not be noticeable to the casual viewer. Due to
intervening topography, development of the exploratory drill facilities would not be visible from most
distant public areas (e.g., along Ogilby Road), nor would the Project significantly impact or reduce the
scenic quality of the Cargo Muchacho Mountains. Additionally, because the Project Area has previously
been disturbed by historical mining activities, and development of exploratory drilling and ancillary
operations (e.g., improving/constructing access roads, installing helipads and drill pads, constructing
staging areas, etc.) would not be incompatible with the existing visual character. Furthermore, any potential
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impacts to the existing landscape and scenic quality as a result of exploratory drilling activities would be
temporary in nature and would not be stationary throughout the one- to two-year life of the Project or
following reclamation given the nature of the proposed approximately two-week drilling campaign at each
drill site.

In accordance with the California Scenic Highway Program, the California Department of Transportation
(Caltrans) Scenic Highway Coordinators maintain a list of highways that have either already been
designated or are eligible for designation as State scenic highways. This list is available on the Califomia
Scenic Highway Program website (https://dot.ca.gov/programs/design/lap-landscape-architecture-and-
community-livability/lap-liv-i-scenic-highways). The Caltrans list was reviewed in May 2022, and there
are no designated or eligible State scenic highways located within the Project viewshed. The closest State
scenic highway is a portion of State Route 78 (SR-78) located over 60 miles away to the west, which is an
“Officially Designated State Scenic Highway.” Due to the large distance between SR-78 and the Project
Area, proposed Project operations would not be visible from SR-78. Neither Ogilby Road/State Route 34
(SR-34) located to the west, or Interstate 8 (1-8) located south of the Project site, are designated or eligible
State scenic highways.

For the reasons outlined above, the proposed Project would not result in substantial adverse effects on a
scenic vista or scenic highway, and therefore impacts would be less than significant, with no mitigation
required.

b) Would the Project substantially damage scenic resources, including, but not limited to trees, rock
outcroppings, and historic buildings within a state scenic highway?

No Impact: See response to CEQA Criteriaa) above. No, the Project would not substantially damage scenic
resourceswithin a State scenic highway. As discussed above, the closest State scenic highway is a portion
of SR-78, which is an “Officially Designated State Scenic Highway, located over 60 miles away to the
west. Due to the large distance between SR-78 andthe Project Area, Project operations wouldnotbe visible
from SR-78. None of the roadways within the vicinity of the Project Area (i.e., Blythe Ogilby Road/SR-34,
Gold Rock Ranch Road, 1-8) are designated or eligible State scenic highways. Therefore, the Project would
not damage scenic resources within view of a State scenic highway, and there would be no impacts.

c) Would the Project, in non-urbanized areas, substantially degrade the existing visual character or
quality of public views ofthe site and its surrounding? (Publicviews are those thatareexperienced
from publicly accessible vantage point.) If the projectis in an urbanized area, would the project
conflict with applicable zoning and other regulations governing scenic quality?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not substantially degrade the existing visual
character or quality of public views of the Project area and its surroundings. The Projectis located in a
remote (i.e., non-urbanized) area of the Cargo Muchacho Mountains. As described under CEQA Criteria a)
above, based on the Viewshed Analysis for Indirect Visual Area of Potential Effect (Appendix E) analysis,
the primarily Project structures that would potentially be visible from certain public viewpoints would be
the top portion of the40-foot-high drill rig. However, the visual analysis determined thatany visible Project
structures would have weak degree of contrast in terms of form, color, line and texture elements of the
existing background and would not be noticeable to the casual viewer compared to existing (i.e., baseline)
conditions. The Viewshed Analysis for Indirect Visual Area of Potential Effect also found that although the
proposed drill rigs may add additional form and lines in the background zone, it would not result in a strong
degree of contrastand would likely be aweak;, indistinct lineelementin the viewshed. Furthermore, impacts
to the existing landscape and scenic quality as a result of exploratory drilling activities would be temporary
in nature and would not be stationary throughout the one- to two-year life of the Project or following
reclamation given the nature of the proposed approximately two-week drilling campaign at each drill site.
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Additionally, the existing Project site is currently disturbed due to historical mining operations, and
therefore has few existing aesthetical features or vegetation of note. As such, development of the drill sites
and ancillaryfacilities (e.g.,access roads, helipads and drill pads, stagingareas, etc.) would not significantly
change or negatively impact the overall visual character or quality from surrounding public viewpoints.
Overall, for the reasons outlined above, the Project would not substantially degrade the existing visual
character orquality of the Projectsite and its surroundings, and impacts would be less thansignificant, with
no mitigation required.

d) Would the Project create a new source of substantial light or glare which would adversely affect
day or nighttime views in the area?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the proposed Project would not create new sources of substantial light
or glare which would adversely affect daytime or nighttime views in the area. The issue of light and glare
is typically associated with excessively bright nighttime lighting that crosses over property lines (i.e., “light
trespass”) and illuminates off-site yards or bedroom windows. It is also associated with the condition that
occurs when excessive nighttime lighting creates a “skyglow” effect.

Operations during the time of year when daylight hours are shorter, or for any required outdoor nighttime
operations, minimal nighttime lighting may be employed to provide a safe working environment. For
nighttime lighting, high-pressure sodium and/or cut-off fixtures (or equivalent International Dark-Sky
Association-approved fixtures) would be used instead of mercury-vapor fixtures for any required nighttime
lighting. The lighting fixtures would be usedin manner intendedto illuminatework areas within the Project
site, and/or to areas that do not include light-sensitive uses.

The potential for daytime glare is low. The structures with the potential to result in a new source of glare
would be the drill rigs orancillary structures(e.qg., tanks, compressors, shop, etc.); however, thesestructures
would be installed in remote desert locations and would have a relatively small aboveground profile
compared to the natural background. The structures would also be painted using non-reflective, muted
tones, which would minimize potential offsite impacts associated with glare. For new lighting installed
onsite, the surrounding topography would help further attenuate light and confine it to the area immediately
surrounding the activities.

Because there would be no new permanent sources of light or glare proposed to be installed onsite, and

because there are few areas of human habitation near the Project Areawhich could be potentially affected,
the Project would have less than significant impacts associated with light or glare.

3.22

3.22.1

Water Resources
Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-31 provides impact determinations of the Project on hydrology and water quality.

Table 3-31 Hydrology and Water Quality Environmental Checklist
Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Hydrology and Water Quality Criteria Significant Unless Significant
e Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated
a) \/_lolate any ther quality standards or waste [ [ ¢ n
discharge requirements or otherwise
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Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than

Hydrology and Water Quality Criteria Significant Unless Significant | No
o mpact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated
substantially degrade surface or ground water
quality?
Substantially decrease groundwater supplies
or interfere substantially with groundwater
b) || recharge such that the project may impede [l L] ] X
sustainable groundwater management of the
basin?

Substantially alter the existing drainage
pattern of the site or area, including through
c) || thealteration of the course of a stream orriver O O X L]
or through the addition of impervious
surfaces, in a manner which would:

(i) result in substantial erosion or siltation
on- or off-site; ] ] = ]

(ii) substantially increase the rate or
amount of surface runoff in a manner
which would result in flooding on- or u N > u
offsite;

(iii) create or contribute runoff water
which would exceed the capacity of
existing or planned stormwater
drainage systems or provide substantial O O X O
additional sources of polluted runoff;

or;
(iv)  impede or redirect flood flows? U U X ]
In flood hazard, tsunami, or seiche zones, risk
d) | release of pollutants due to project O [l L] X
inundation?
Conflict with or obstructimplementation of a
e) | water quality control plan or sustainable L] Ll ] X

groundwater management plan?

3.22.2 Affected Environment

The area of analysis for water resources is the Project Area plus the previous intermediate study area of
mineral claim boundaries held by SMP (Figure 3-11), which is the same area of analysis as was surveyed
for the 2021 aquatic resources delineation (Stantec 2021a). The area of analysis is located within
Hydrographic Region 18 (California Region) in the Salton Sea Basin withinthe Tumco Wash subwatershed
(USGS 2021a) and is geographically located in the southwestern edge of the Lower Colorado River Valley
in the western flank of the Cargo Muchacho Mountains (Figure 3-11). Tumco Wash and the Oro Cruz
Mine are located within the Project Area, American Girl Wash and the American Girl Mine are located just
south of the Project Area, and the Padre and Madre claims in the Madre Valley are located further south
(Western Mining History 2021). Overall topography within the area of analysis includes steep and rugged
terrain in the mountains and low-lying flats to the immediate southwest. Elevations range from 400 to 1,640
feet AMSL. The Tumco Wash area includes an existing open pit, waste rock and tailings piles, and some
abandoned facility/town remains as a result of the area’s long history of mining dating back to 1780
(Western Mining History 2021).
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Regionally, the average annual precipitation varies, but it generally increases with elevation. The estimated
average annual precipitation and evaporations rates for the area of analysis are based on historic
precipitation data last recorded in 1996 from the nearest Cooperative Observer Program Station at the Gold
Rock Ranch. The annual average mean precipitation forthe area of analysis is 0.32 inches (WRCC 2021).

The Tumco Wash is an ephemeral stream and generally carries surface water flows from the northeast to
the southwest during rainstorm events. Flows originate from within and just outside the Project Area in the
higher elevations of the Cargo Muchacho Mountains, where runoff from precipitation is concentrated and
flows downslope to the southwest into a network of tributariesand washes, including the Tumco Wash,
which flows southwest and terminates at the Algodones Sand Dunes (USGS 2021a) from infiltration and
evaporation. Flows between the Project Areaand the Algodones Sand Dunes are interrupted and redirected
to culverts along Blythe Ogilby Road (Figure 3-11) and by a series of dikesalong nearby railroad tracks.

No seeps and springs, wetlands, or playas were identified or located in the area of analysis. Surface water
within the area of analysis is mainly dependent upon seasonal precipitation, as all drainages located within
the area of analysis are ephemeral. Most drainage crossings are low flow crossings, with the operational
culvertslocatedoutside of the Project Areaalongan access roadto the previously disturbed sandand gravel
operation just northwest of the Padre y Madre pit. Additional information on existing surface water
resources in the area of analysis can be found in the Oro Cruz Exploration Project Aquatic Resources
Delineation (Stantec 2021a). No mapped floodplains are within the Project Area (FEMA 2021).

The area of analysis lies within the Salton Troughbasinand more specifically, overliesthe Basin and Range
basin-fill aquifer. The most permeable basin-fill deposits are present in the depressions created by the late
Tertiary to Quaternary bloc faulting and can be classified by origin as alluvial-fan, lakebed, or fluvial
deposits. The mostimportant hydrologic featuresof the basins are alluvial fans. The basinfill received most
of its recharge through the coarse sediments deposited in the fans. These highly permeable deposits allow
rapid infiltration of water as streamsexit the valleys that are cut into the almost impermeable rock of the
surrounding mountains and flow out onto the surface of the fans (Planert and Williams 1995). Moderate to
high groundwater yields have been obtained in the eastern part of Imperial Valley by deep wells tapping
into marginal alluvial deposits of the Colorado River. Regional groundwater recharge in the Imperial Valley
is controlled by the Colorado River, with minor contributors to recharge being underflow from tributaries,
precipitation, and local runoff (BLM 2011).

The Project Area lies within the Ogilby Valley Basin (7-035) (California Department of Water Resources
2020), a Very Low priority groundwater basin designated under California’s Sustainable Groundwater
Management Act of 2014 (SGMA). The Imperial Valley Groundwater Basin is adjacent to the Project Area
and lies within the southern part of the Colorado Desert Hydrologic Region, south of the Salton Sea and
extends across the US border into Baja California, Mexico (CA Department of Public Works 1954). The
Ogilby Valley Basin is home to approximately 36 people with approximately 20 wells, of which about
seven are water supply wells. Groundwater accounts for 1.26 percent of the basin’s water supply
(Groundwater Exchange 2021). Based on a desktop review of the National Water Information System
Mapperand the SGMA Data Viewer, there are 33wells within a five-mile radius of the Project Area (USGS
2021b; CDWR 2021), but the databases showed no wells within the Cargo Muchacho Mountains or the
Project Area itself. Groundwater in the area of analysis is recharged naturally near the mountain fronts
along the washes from precipitation runoff and by underflow from the east between the Cargo Muchacho
Mountains and Pilot Knob (Coes et al. 2015). Since 1940, groundwater has been recharged along the All-
American Canal and Coachella Canal, which occurwithin the Imperial Valley Groundwater Basin, from
seepage of Colorado River water. Irrigation-return flow could also serve as a recharge source to the aquifer
system in Imperial VValley (Thompson et al. 2008). Prior to 1940, the All-American Canal was not carrying
water, and groundwater pumping was minimal in the areaof analysis; the groundwater systemis considered
to have been in steady-state conditions (Coes etal. 2015). Well elevation data collected before 1940 indicate
groundwater elevations at that time ranged from more than 100 feet AMSL to the east near the Cargo
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MuchachoMountainsandPilot Knobto 10 to 20 feet AMSL to the west near Imperial Valley. Groundwater
movementgenerallywas from east to west, and groundwater was recharged primarily by underflow through
alluvial deposits between the Cargo Muchacho Mountains and Pilot Knob (Loeltz et al. 1975; Harshbarger
1977). The USGS estimates the Ogilby Valley Basin, within which the Project Area is located, to have a
natural recharge rate of 250 acre-feet per year (California Department of Water Resources 2020).

Under surveys conducted in 2021 for presence of Waters of the US, a total of 432 aquatic resource features
(i.e., drainages, tributaries, stream channels), including one pond, have been mapped within and in the
vicinity of the Project Area and assessed for potential jurisdiction under the US Army Corps of Engineers
(USACE), the Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) and the CDFW (Stantec 2021a). No
wetlands, seeps, springs, or playas were found, and flows within the area are ephemeral and are mostly
sourced fromdirect precipitation as well as flows from the Cargo Muchacho Mountains in the east. Based
on the definitions, regulations, and guidance for jurisdictional waters under the CWA, none of the features
are expected to fall underthe jurisdiction of the USACE because they were determined to be isolated with
no connection to a traditional navigable water. All drainages sampled entering, exiting, and beginning in
the area were determined to be ephemeral. All features potentially fall under the jurisdictionof the RWQCB
and the CDFW, the permitting for such is described further in the following section. On November 28,
2022, the USACE provided an approved jurisdictional determination in accordance with the CWA based
on the 2021 aquatic resources inventory, which provided that no jurisdictional waters are present within the
Project Area or vicinity (USACE 2022; Stantec 2021a).

No surface water right permits occur within the area of analysis. The State of California does not permit
groundwater rights and does not require groundwater use monitoring for most basins in the state, including
those within the area of analysis.

3.22.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

Surface water features within the area of analysis consist of natural ephemeral drainages that convey water
only during storm events. There are no seeps, springs, or perennial drainages within the Project Area, thus
the Project would have no impact to these surface water features. Improvement and construction of drill
roads and drill pads may affect the pathways of stormwater runoff and increase the potential for erosion
within the area of analysis resulting in surface water quality impacts. The Project would require a
Construction Stormwater General Permit (CGP) pursuant to the California State Water Resources Control
Board National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System No. CAS000002, Order No. 2009-0009-DWQ,
amended by 2010-0014-DWQ and 2012-0006-DWQ. A SWPPP would be developed for review and
approval by the BLM and the approved measures would be implemented to control sedimentation from
disturbance associated with Project activities. BMPs would be implemented to manage disturbed surfaces.
Sediment control structures would include fabric and/or hay bale filter fences, siltation or filter berms,
downgradient drainage channels, or other similarly effective features to prevent unnecessary or undue
degradation. The Project would also require a Lake and Streambed Alteration Agreement with the CDFW
pursuant to California Fish and Game Code Section 1602, further discussed above under Section 3.22.2.
Potential impacts to surface water quality would be minimized by the implementation of the PDFs outlined
in Appendix F, as well as incremental reclamation. Additional CMAs would also be implemented to
minimize resource conflictsand water quality impacts, including LUPA-SW-3 and LUPA-SW-11, further
described in Appendix F. The Proposed Action would have a negligible, short-term, and localized impact
on surface water resources.

The Project anticipatesusing up to approximately 2,000 gallons of water daily for active drilling periods,
which equates to approximately 240,000 gallons of water over the life of the Project (approximately 0.736
acre-feet per year). In relation to the Colorado River, the estimated 0.736 acre-feet of water needed for the
life of the Project equates to approximately 0.00013 percent of the total current level of Lake Powell
(5,462,412 acre-feet) and 0.0000098 percent of the total current level of Lake Mead amount (7,449,000
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acre-feet). Additionally, the Project estimated water requirement of 0.736 acre-feet is approximately 0.30
percent of the natural groundwater recharge rate of the Ogilby Valley Basin. A 2,000-gallon portable water
storage tank would also be kept onsite for drilling and dust suppression. Water used for dust control would
be keptto a practicable minimumto minimize the risk of water runoff, and any water runoff would be
managed to prevent downstream erosion or flooding or cause an exceedance of applicable water quality
standards. The Project does not propose groundwater pumping or drilling of groundwater wells to be used
for Project activities. Water for the Project would be trucked in and would be procured from the nearby
Gold Rock Ranch RV Resort, a local water purveyor, and/or the City of Yuma, which may be sourced from
groundwater or from the Colorado River, using water that is already permitted for pumping/use (the total
amount permitted has already been considered within the total water budget available for pumping and the
Project would be purchasing via an agreement with the seller for an amount within the seller’s allowable
acre-feet) and available for sale. Impacts to the Ogilby Valley Basin groundwater resources would be
negligible, short-term, and localized. Based on the most recently available USGS Groundwater Watch data
in the vicinity of the Project, the depth to groundwater within and in the vicinity of the area of analysis is
approximately 250 feet below ground surface (USGS 2022). If groundwater is encountered during drilling
activities, it would be fully contained within the drill sumps, and the sumps would be backfilled onceall
water has evaporated. All drilling mud used would be non-toxic and would be fully contained in the sumps.
Upon completion of exploration activities, all exploratory drill holes would be sealed and abandoned in
compliance with the most current edition of the State Water Resources Control Board Bulletins #74-81 and
#74-90 Water Well Standards. SMP would coordinate with the Imperial County to obtain the appropriate
permitting. With the implementation of these PDFs, the Proposed Action would have a negligible, short-
term, and localized impact on groundwater resources overall.

3.22.4 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be approved by the BLM; however, the area would
remain available for other multiple use activities as approved by the BLM. As such, no impactsto water
resources would occur under the No Action Alternative beyond existing conditions.

3.22.5 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

a) Would the Project violate any water quality standards or waste discharge requirements or
otherwise substantially degrade surface or ground water quality?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the proposed Project, located within the Colorado River Basin region
(Region 7), would not violate applicable Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) water quality
standards, waste discharge requirements (WDRs), or otherwise substantially degrade surface or
groundwater quality. As discussed above, because the Project involves exploratory drilling and ancillary
operations (e.g., improving/constructing access roads, installing helipads and drill pads, constructing
staging areas, etc.), no significantslopes would be created significantexcavation or earth movingactivities.
Additionally, as discussed in Section 3.18 above, topsoil and subsoil would be salvaged from the Project
Area where feasible by pushing the material along the edge of the drill pads and along the sides of the new
access roads

As discussed above, there are no existing or proposed drainage or stream features within the Project Area,
and exploration operations and reclamation activities in the Project Area would not impact nearby
waterways. The Projectwould notinvolve work within waterbodiesnor create a waste that would be subject
to regulation under a WDR. A site-specific BLM approved SWPPP would be developed and implemented
to control sedimentation from disturbance associated with Project activities. Best Management Practices
(BMPs) would be installed to manage disturbed surfaces. Sediment control structures could include, but
not be limited to fabric and/or hay bale filter fences, siltation or filter berms, and downgradient drainage
channels in order to prevent unnecessary or undue degradation.
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Additionally, as included in Appendix F, a BLM-approved Spill Contingency Plan would be prepared to
describe the procedures followed by SMP and their contractors to prevent, control, and mitigate releases of
oil and petroleum products to the environment within the Project Area. Minor servicing of mobile
equipment (greasing and periodic fueling) would be conducted on BLM lands, limiting the potential for
diesel fuel spills. Spill response kits would be maintained to ensure that pollutants are prevented from
entering into washes. Any pollutants generated by Project activities would be properly disposed of in
accordance with applicable regulations.

Upon completion of the exploration, the exploratory drill holes would also be sealed and abandoned in
compliance with the most current edition of SWRCB Bulletin#74-81 and #74-90. Following abandonment
of the exploratory boreholes, any remaining drill cuttings would be spread out on the drill pad surfaces, and
reseeded/revegetated.

Temporary portable toilets would be placed within the Project Areaand would be provided for the duration
of the Project. Temporary portable toilets would be maintained by contractors and accumulated human
waste would periodically be collected and transported to an approved disposal site. No waste would be
buried on-site. Operationsin the Project Area would not produce any industrial or domestic wastewater
discharges onsite.

Through the implementation of BMP’s and PDFs (Appendix F), which would be included in the site-
specific BLM approved SWPPP and Spill Contingency Plan, there would be no operational impacts related
to RWQCB water quality standards or WDRs, and less than significant impacts would occur.

b) Would the Project substantially decrease groundwater supplies or interfere substantially with
groundwater recharge such that the project may impede sustainable groundwater management of
the basin?

No Impact: No, the Projectwould not substantially decrease groundwater supplies or interfere substantially
with groundwater recharge that may impede sustainable groundwater management of the basin. As
discussed above, the Project is located within the Ogilby Valley Basin, which is not an adjudicated
groundwater basin as of 2022.

As discussed above in Section 3.22.3, the estimated water requirement for the Project is 0.736 acre-feet,
which is approximately 0.30 percent of the natural groundwater recharge rate of the Ogilby Valley basin.
The Project does not propose groundwater pumping or drilling of groundwater wells to be used for Project
activities. Water for the Project would be trucked in and would be procured from the nearby Gold Rock
Ranch RV Resort, a local water purveyor, and/or the City of Yuma, which may be sourced from
groundwater or from the Colorado River, using water that is already permitted for pumping/use (the total
amount permitted has already been considered within the total water budget available for pumping and the
Project would be purchasing via an agreement with the seller for an amount within the seller’s allowable
acre-feet) and available for sale. The water purchased for the Project would be trucked in on amobile water
truck and would be utilized onsite for dust suppression, and applied water would either naturally evaporate
or infiltrate into the ground.

Groundwatermay be encountered during the course of exploratory drilling within the Drill Pads. Any water
encountered or generated by drilling would be fully contained within the drill sumps constructed adjacent
to each drill rig. The sumps would be approximately 12-feet by 12-feet and 6 feet deep. Other than cuttings
and water used to advance the drilling, no other solid or liquid investigative derived wastes (IDW) are
anticipated. The IDW would be fully contained within sumps the sumps constructed at each drill site.
Specifically, drillingmudencounteredwould be pumpedback out of the drill hole and into the sump, where
solids would be allowed to settle out and water allowed to naturally evaporate. The sumps would then be
backfilled using the excavated soils once the water is evaporated.
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Because the estimated water requirements for the Projectequate to 0.30 percent of the total natural recharge
rate for the Ogilby Valley Basin, the Project would not substantially interfere with natural groundwater
recharge. Based on the estimated water requirements and natural recharge rate of the Ogilby Valley Basin,
the Project would not substantially decrease groundwater supplies. As such, the Project would not conflict
with sustainable management of groundwater.

c) Would the Project substantially alter the existing drainage pattern of the site or area, including
through the alteration of the course of a stream or river or through the addition of impervious
surfaces, in a manner which would:

1. resultin substantial erosion or siltation on- or off-site;

2. substantially increase the rate or amount of surface runoff in a manner which would result
in flooding on- or offsite;

3. create or contribute runoff water which would exceed the capacity of existing or planned
stormwater drainage systems or provide substantial additional sources of polluted runoff;
or

4. impede or redirect flood flows?

Less Than Significant Impact: See discussions below.

Erosion/Siltation: The proposed Project would not substantially alter the existing drainage pattern of the
site or area in a manner that would result in substantial erosion on- or offsite. As discussed above, there are
no existing or proposed drainage or stream features within the Project Area, and exploration operations and
reclamation activities in the Project Area would not impact nearby waterways.

Drilling exploration and related development of the Project Area is not expected to create an increased
potential for stormwater runoff that could adversely impact adjacent areas. Additionally, due to the existing
topography and land uses, the Project Area is not expected to receive significant local runoff from
neighboring properties. Generally, stormwater that falls on the Project Area would be contained and would
either naturally evaporate or infiltrate into the ground. Because runoff would ultimately not change as a
result of the Project, post-reclamation runoff and erosion sedimentation would also not change.
Development of the Project would not add any paving or impervious surface areas. Due to site topography
and design, and through the implementation of applicable BMPs, the chances of discharge, erosion, and/or
sedimentationfrom the Project Area that couldadversely impactadjacent properties is considered very low,
and potential impacts related to substantial erosion or siltation on- or off-site would be less than significant

Flooding: As discussed above, the proposed Project would not substantially alter the existing drainage
pattern of the Project site or adjacent areas in a manner that would substantially increase the rate or amount
of surface runoff in a manner which would result in flooding on- or off-site. Generally, stormwater that
falls on the Project Area would be contained and would either naturally evaporate or infiltrate into the
ground. Development of the Project would also not add any paving or impervious surface areas. Through
implementationof BMPs thatwould be outlinedin the site-specific BLMapproved SWPPP, any stormwater
that falls on the Project site would be captured or controlled. For these reasons, the proposed Project would
not result in flooding on- or off-site, and the Project would have less than significant impacts.

Stormwater Drainage Systems/Sources of Polluted Runoff: No, the proposed Project would not
substantially alter the existingdrainage pattern of the site orarea in a manner thatwould create or contribute
runoff water that would exceed the capacity of existing or planned stormwater drainage systems or provide
substantial additional sources of polluted runoff water. As discussed above, the Project would not increase
and/or pollute stormwater runoff, and SMP would implement appropriate stormwater BMPs as needed.
Additionally, the Project Area is in a remote location, and there are no existing or planned stormwater
drainage systems within the Project vicinity.
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Other than minimal quantities of fuels and lubricating oils, the Project would not use hazardous materials
or generate hazardous wastes onsite. Any fuels or oils used onsite would be stored in covered, leak-proof
containerswhen not in use, away from potential storm runoff areas or areas where vehicles may travel. A
BLM-approved Spill Contingency Plan would also be implemented. To preventthe spread of anyaccidental
leakage in storage, fuel and lubricants would be stored in a shallow (4-inch depth), 10-foot by 10-foot lined
reservoir at each drill site and in an approximately 6 inch deep, 20 foot by 40-foot lined reservoirat the
fueling station.

For the reasons outlined above, the proposed Project would not create or contribute substantial amounts of
runoff or provide substantial additional sources of polluted runoff, and there would be no new impacts.

Impede/Redirect Flood Flows: The proposed Project would not substantially alter the existing drainage
pattern of the site or area in a manner that would impede or redirect flood flows. Project activities would
be performed within previously disturbed areas and would not involve significant excavation or changes to
natural landform topography associated with existingdrainages. Development of the Project would also not
add any paving or impervious surface areas.

All present surface water features within the Project Area are ephemeral drainages; no permanent
waterways, perennial or intermittent streams, or diversion channels exist within or adjacent to the Project
Area, and none are proposed as a result of site development. Additionally, the FEMA Flood Insurance Rate
Map (FIRM) was reviewed (https://www.icpds.com/assets/planning/flood-zone-maps/38-fema-900.pdf),
and the entirety of the Project site and surrounding areas are designated as Flood Zone C, which represents
“areas of minimal flooding”.

Due to the low flooding potential of the Project Area, and because the Project involves exploratory drilling
and ancillary operations (e.g., improving/constructing access roads, installing helipads and drill pads,
constructingstagingareas, etc.), development of the proposed onsite features (e.g., slopes, structures, roads,
etc.) do not have the potential for a significant drainage or flood hazard impact on the environment, and
would not create a new impediment to surface flow or change flood flow patterns. Thus, the Project would
have no impacts related to flood flows.

d) Wouldthe Projectbe locatedin flood hazard, tsunami, or seiche zones, or risk release of pollutants
due to project inundation?

No Impact: The proposedProjectwouldnotbe located in designated flood hazard, tsunami, or seiche zones
and would notresultin the potential for pollutants to be released to the environment by inundation. The
Project site is located within a remote area of the Cargo Muchacho Mountains, far away from the Pacific
Ocean or other larger inland body of water. The Project site is not located within a mapped tsunami or
seiche hazard areaas defined under the Department of Conservation’s Seismic Hazards Mapping Act and
related seismic hazard maps (DOC 2022).

As discussed above, only ephemeral drainages are present within the Project Area; no permanent
waterways, perennial or intermittent streams, or diversion channels exist within or adjacent to the Project
Area, and none are proposed as a result of site development. FEMA’S applicable FIRM map shows the
Project Area and surrounding areas are designated as Flood Zone C. Assuch, given the location and design
of the Project, the fact that no surface or stormwater would run-on or -off the Project site, the depths/lack
of impacts to groundwater, and the lack of potential pollutant sources onsite, the Project would not risk
release of pollutants due to project inundation. Therefore, there would be no impacts.

e) Would the Project conflict with or obstruct implementation of a water quality control plan or
sustainable groundwater management plan?
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No Impact: See responses to CEQA Criteria a) through d) above. The proposed Project would not conflict
with or obstruct implementation of a water quality control plan or sustainable groundwater management
plan. The Project entails exploratory drilling and ancillary operations (e.g., improving/constructing access
roads, installing helipads and drill pads, constructing staging areas, etc.). Additionally, Project operations
are temporary (i.e., 12- to 24-months), and the majority of the Project Area would be reclaimed once
exploratory operations are complete. The Project activities would not result in waste streams or discharges
that would be subject to regulation under an applicable water quality control plan. SMP would also
implement BMPs to protect surface and ground water quality to ensure operations do not adversely impact
water resources. Moreover, as discussed under CEQA Criteriab) above, the Project would not require the
consumption of groundwater, and minimal quantities of groundwater encountered during drilling would be
properly managed (contained in sump, allowed to naturally evaporate/infiltrate, etc.); consequently, the
Project would not conflict with or obstruct a sustainable groundwater management plan. Therefore, no

impacts would occur.

3.23  Wildlife, including Migratory Birds, Special Status Species, and
Threatened and Endangered Species

3.23.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-32 provides impact determinations of the Project on biological resources (including wildlife and
plant species).

Table 3-32 Biological Resources Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Biological Resources Criteria Significant Unless Significant
N Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated

a) | Havea substantialadverse effect, either directly or
through habitat modifications, on any species
identified as a candidate, sensitive, or special [l X ] L]
statusspecies in local or regional plans, policies or
regulations, or by the CDFW or USFWS?

b) | Havea substantial adverse effect on any riparian
habit_aF or_other sensitiv_e natural commu_nity [ ¢ n n
identified in local or regional plans, policies,
regulations, or by the CDFW or USFWS?

c) | Have a substantial adverse effect on state or
federally protected wetlands (including, but not
limited to, marsh, vernal pool, coastal, etc.) [l [l X L]
through direct removal, filling, hydrological
interruption, or other means?

d) | Interfere substantially with the movement of any
resident or migratory fish or wildlife species or
with established native resident or migratory [l [l X L]
wildlife corridors, or impede the use of native
wildlife nursery sites?

e) | Conflict with any local policies or ordinance

protecting biological resource, such as a tree O O X O
preservation policy or ordinance?
f) | Conflict with the provisions of an adopted Habitat n ¢ n [

Conservation Plan, Natural Community
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Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than

Biological Resources Criteria Significant Unless Significant No
N Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated

Conservation Plan, or other approved local,
regional, or state habitat conservation plan?

3.23.2 Affected Environment

The area of analysis for wildlife is the Project Area, including the temporary portal access road, plus a 500-
foot buffer (Figure 3-12), with the exception of raptor species, which were analyzed within the Project
Area plus a two-mile buffer (Figure 3-13) and threatened and endangered species, which were analyzed
within the Project Area and proposed disturbance footprint (Figure 3-14). Wildlife in the area of analysis
rely on limited water sources, with primarily ephemeral drainages, in addition to the ephemeral Tumco
Wash, that only convey water during storm events as the dominant surface water features. There are no
known wildlife guzzlers present within the area of analysis.

General Wildlife
Avian Species, including Migratory Birds and Raptors

Twenty avian species have the potential to occur within or near the area of analysis based on a habitat
evaluation desktop review (WestLand 2021; CDFW 2020b). Of the 20 avian species with potential to occur
within the area of analysis, all are protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918, as amended
(MBTA) (16 USC 703-711). The MBTA implements a series of international treaties that provide for
migratory bird protection, providing that it would be unlawful, expect as permitted by regulations, “to
pursue, take, or killany migratorybird,orany part,nestoreggof any suchbird” (16 USC 703). The MBTA
does not regulate habitat, and the list of species protected by it (revised in March 2020), includes almost all
bird species (1,093) that are native to the U.S. Additionally, CDFW protects migratory birds via the
CaliforniaFish and Game Code, holding that it is unlawful to take or possess any migratory non-game bird
as designated under the MBTA or any part of such except as provided by rules and regulations under the
provisions of the MBTA (Section 3513).

A total of 17 avian species were documented duringthe 2021 biological baselinesurveys (WestLand 2021).
As part of the 2021 baseline surveys, golden eagle nest ground surveys were conducted. No golden eagle
individuals or nests were identified during the ground surveys within the raptor survey area. Two species
of raptors potentially occur as residents or migrants within or near the area of analysis; during March 2021
biological baseline surveys, two occupied prairie falcon (Falco mexicanus) nests, one suspected red-tailed
hawk nest (Buteo jamaicensis), and one unoccupied stick nest of an unknown species were documented. A
complete list of avian species observed during the biological baseline surveyswithin or near the area of
analysis is provided in Table 3-33.

Table 3-33  Avian Species Observed Within the Area of Analysis

Scientific Name Common Name
Amphispiza bilineata Black-throated sparrow
Auriparus flaviceps Verdin
Bubo virginianus Great horned owl
Buteo jamaicensis Red-tailed hawk
Calypte costae Costa’s hummingbird
Cathartes aura Turkey vulture
Corvus corax Common raven
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Dryobates scalaris

Ladder-backed woodpecker

Falco mexicanus

Prairie falcon

Haemorhous mexicancus

House finch

Lainus ludovicianus

Loggerhead shrike

Meloxone fusca

Canyon towhee

Mimus polyglottos

Northern mockingbird

Poliptila melanura

Black-tailed gnatcatcher

Salpinctes obsuoletus

Rock wren

Sayornis saya

Say’s phoebe

Stelgipdopteryx serripennis

Northern rough-winged swallow

Source: WestLand 2021

Mammal Species

Nine mammal species were observed within or near the area of analysis during the 2021 biological baseline
surveys (WestLand 2021), and no BLM Sensitive or Special Status Species were observed (BLM 2014;
WestLand 2021). A complete list of mammal species observed in or near the area of analysis is provided
in Table 3-34 below, and additional details can be found in the Biological Resource Technical Report and
Assessment Oro Cruz Exploration Project (WestLand 2021).

The area of analysis occurs within Hunt Zone D12, designated by the CDFW but managed by the BLM.
Game speciesthat have previously been observed or have the potential to occur within or near the area of
analysis include mule deer and desert bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis nelson) (Stantec 2021b; BLM 2014).
Mule deer were observed during the 2021 Desert Tortoise Surveys (Stantec 2021b) but were not detected
during the biological baseline surveys conducted in March 2021 (WestLand 2021). While potential habitat
exists, desert bighorn sheep have not historically occurred within the area of analysis and no evidence of
occurrence was observed during the biological baseline surveys (WestLand 2021). Population numbers of
big game species fluctuate from year-to-year based on habitat conditions. Limiting factors include water
availability and the extent of suitable habitat, which influence the movement patterns of big game species.

Table 3-34 ~ Mammal Species Observed Within the Area of Analysis

Scientific Name Common Name

Equus asinus Burro
Neotoma spp.
Odocoileus hemionus
Osteospermophilus spp.

Macrotus californicus

Unknown Packrat
Mule deer
Unknown Ground squirrel
California leaf-nosed bat

Myotis spp.
Sciuridae spp.
Sylvilagus spp.

Vulpes spp.
Source: WestLand 2021

Reptiles

One reptile species, the side-blotched lizard (Uta spp.), was observed within the area of analysis during the
biological baseline surveys (WestLand 2021). The area of analysis was evaluated for suitable habitat for
the Colorado Desert Fringe-toed lizard (Uma notata) and flat-tailed horned lizard (Phrynosoma mcallii);
however, these species were not observed in the field during baseline surveys.

Unknown myotis
Unknown Squirrel
Unknown Cottontail
Unknown Fox
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Special Status Species

The USFWS and the CDFW were contacted to obtain a list of threatened and endangered and sensitive
species that have the potential to occur within the Project Area. In addition, the most recent BLM Sensitive
Species List, which includes threatened and endangered species, was evaluated to determine if any species
had the potential to occur within the area of analysis. Information from the USFWS, the CDFW, and the
BLM indicated that the federally threatened Mojave Desert tortoise had the potential to occur within the
area of analysis.

Avian Species

Western burrowingowl (Athenecunicularia) isa BLM Special Status Species and potential suitable habitat
was identified as existingwithin the area of analysis. During the biological baseline surveys, suitable habitat
was documented in the western and southern portions of the area of analysis, but no individuals or sign
were physically observed (WestLand 2021).

Bats

An external evaluation of existing high-value bat roost locations was conducted prior to field surveysas
well as a review of previous bat surveys conducted within nearby mines for previous permitting efforts
within the area of analysis. These evaluationsindicatedthat present bat species may include Califomialeaf-
nosed bat (Macrotus californicus), Townsend’s big-eared bat (Corynohinus townsendii), pallid bat
(Antrozous pallidus), and an unknown species, likely cave myotis (Myotis velifer) (WestLand 2021). Sign
of an unknown bat species (Myaotis spp.) was also observed and documented (WestLand 2021). Based on
batsignsobserved duringthe biological baselinesurveys, Califomia leaf-nosed bat was documented within
the area of analysis, which is a BLM Special Status bat species associated with desert wash vegetation for
foraging (WestLand 2021; Bolster et al. 1998).

Insects

Several statewide special status insect species, designated under CEQA, were evaluated to determine
potentially suitable habitat within the area of analysis per historical documentation of occurrence
(WestLand 2021; CDFW 2020b). No special status insect species were observed or detected during the
biological baseline surveys.

Threatened and Endangered Species

The area of analysis for Threatened and Endangered Species is the Project Area plus the proposed surface
disturbance footprint, specifically, the proposed Drill Areas and access roads (Figure 3-14). Four types of
habitat existin the area of analysis, including steep slopes, bajadas, desert pavement areas, and washes.
Species listed under the ESA that have the potential to occur or could be potentially impacted by the Project
include the threatened Mojave Deserttortoise. The Mojave Deserttortoise is a threatened species designated
by the ESA with populations occurring north and west of the Colorado River in the Mojave Desert of
Arizona, California, Nevada and Utah (Edwards et al. 2015; Murphy et al. 2011). The species is known to
inhabit valleys, bajadas and hills with sandy loam or rocky soils in Mojave Desert scrub and the Lower
Colorado River Valley subdivision of the Sonoran Desert; they are typically found on alluvial fans and
valley bottoms (Edwards et al. 2015).

The area of analysis contains potentially appropriate Mojave Desert tortoise habitat and is located within
2,750 feet of the Colorado Desert Recovery Unit for desert tortoise. Biological surveys were conducted by
Stantec in January 2021 and evidence of tortoise use of the area was detected in some of the proposed Drill
Areas (Stantec 2021b). No Mojave Desert tortoise designated or proposed critical habitat was identified
within the area of analysis during biological baseline surveys (WestLand 2021). Vegetation cover is low in
the area of analysis butvariesfromalmost zero on the steep rocky slops and desert pavementto fairly dense
in some of the washes and bajadas. Vegetation on the slopes and uplands consists of scattered creosote
bush, ocotillo, brittlebush, and scattered native grasses. Areas at the beginning of the bajadas and base of
steep slopes offer foraging, shade, and burrowing areas for desert tortoises.
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The deep cut washes concentrate rain fall and allow a greater variety of larger shrubs, trees, and ground
cover. Dominant vegetation in these washes consists of ironwood (Olneya tesota), mesquite (Posopis
glandulosa), paloverde (Parkinsoniaflorida), andtamarisk (Tamarix ramosissima). The washesin the area
have the potential to provide needed forage and shade for desert tortoise species. Forage habitat includes
grasses, forbs, and succulents (AGFD 2010). The wash banks supply areas for caliche caves and burrows.
To escape extreme temperatures, Mojave Desert tortoise often excavate burrows under vegetation or rocks
and would also use natural or manmade caves, which are typically associated with areas of creosote bush
and other sclerophyll shrubs and areas with small cacti or Joshua trees (Yucca brevifolia).

Soils within the area of analysis developed form weathered granitic rock and schistose rock substrates. The
soils consist of gravelly sands with large amounts of cobble, rock, and boulders. Hill slops within the area
of analysisare steep and almost entirely covered in large, weathered rock. Alluvial fans and washes in the
area contain deeper soils that would be considered suitable for desert tortoise burrowing.

During the January 2021 desert tortoise surveys (Stantec 2021b), no tortoise or tortoise sign was found in
Drill Areas 1, 4, and 7 or the areas’ associated accesses. A total of eight burrows were detected in the
remaining Drill Areas within the area of analysis, with three showing signs of active use, the details of
which are shown in Table 3-35.

Table 3-35  Mojave Desert Tortoise Presence Within the Area of Analysis

Location! Burrows Found Condition Signs of Active Use

Drill Area 2 2 Good Yes

Drill Area 3 4 Good Yes, at 2 of the burrows

Drill Area 5 - - Yes

Drill Area 6 2 One gqod; one No
deteriorated

Source: Stantec 2021b
Survey locations include Drill Areas and associated access roads.

3.23.3 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — Proposed Action

General Wildlife

The Proposed Actionwould result in new surface disturbance of up to 20.54 acres, which would remove
habitat for some wildlife species. This habitat would be unavailable for wildlife use and would result in an
incremental increase in habitat fragmentation until the successful completion of reclamation. The proposed
surface disturbance would be reclaimed and revegetated, which would minimize long-term impacts to
vegetation andwildlifecommunities. Interim and concurrent reclamationwould be maximizedto the extent
possible to accelerate revegetation of disturbed areas and would help re-establish wildlife habitat in the
short-term. SMP would continue to monitor and control for noxious and invasive non-native species that
may be introduced as a result of vegetation removal that could degrade the quality of wildlife habitat
Overall, impacts to general wildlife habitat and individual species from Project disturbance may occur;
however,speciespopulations arenotexpectedto be impactedand impacts under the Proposed Action would
be minor, short-term, and localized.

The Proposed Action would remove potential avian nesting and foraging habitat; some of this habitat may
become available through interim reclamation, but a majority would be unavailable for avian use until
successful completion of reclamation. Impacts to individual migratory bird and raptor species may be
realized as a result of surface disturbance and potential vehicular mortality from overland travel and access
road construction and improvements; however, impacts would not affect species populations. To minimize
potential impacts from vehicular collisions and/or mortality, SMP would implement 20 mile per hour speed
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limits along all routes within the Project Area (Appendix F). Furthermore, SMP has committed to
conducting pre-construction surveys within 48 hours of surface disturbance within the species-specific
buffers outlined in Appendix F from the area to be disturbed in order to avoid impacts to migratory birds.
Should active nests be identified during the pre-construction surveys, SMP would implement appropriate
avoidance buffers around the nest in coordination with the BLM based on the nest species identified.
Impacts to migratory birds and raptors would be minor, short-term, and localized.

Some mule deer distributions exist within the Project area, but population statistics are not well known
(WestLand 2021). Likely due to low water and forage availability, big game populations fluctuate year-to-
year and no known migration corridors exist within the area of analysis. There are no known populations
of desert bighorn sheep in the area of analysis, although potential habitat is present. Potential impacts to big
game species that may use the Project Area for available forage would be an increase in potential habitat
fragmentation and less available forage; however, given the minimal distribution of individual speciesand
populations within the area of analysis, impacts to big game habitat under the Proposed Action would be
minor, short-term, and localized. Impacts to individual large and small mammal species may be realized as
a result of surface disturbance and potential vehicular mortality may occur from overland travel and access
road construction and improvements; however, impacts would not affect species populations. To minimize
potential impacts from vehicular collisions and/or mortality, SMP would implement 20 mile per hour speed
limits along all routes within the Project Area (PDF-23 of Appendix F).

The Proposed Action would temporarily remove potential forage and habitat for reptile species that would
be unavailable until successful completion of reclamation. Disturbance of habitat may impact individuals
but is not anticipated to impact species populations; therefore, impacts to reptile species would be minor,
short-term, and localized.

Special Status Species

Impacts to special status species, other than bats (described below), under the Proposed Action would be
the same as those anticipated for general wildlife species. Additionally, CMAs specific to burrowing owls
would be implemented should burrowing owls be identified during pre-construction surveys, including
LUPA-BIO-IFS-12 through LUPA-BIO-IFS-14, as described in Appendix F. No sensitive wildlife noise
receptors were identified during baseline data collection or analysis of the Proposed Action. Overall, noise
impacts under the Proposed Action would be negligible and short-term given that noise impacts from both
exploratory drilling and helicopter use would not be stationary and would be temporary in nature. Special
status species may experience indirect impacts from noise generation under the Proposed Action, however,
LUPA-BIO-12 (Appendix F) would be implemented to minimize noise impacts to BLM special status and
sensitive wildlife species.Should golden eagles or golden eagle nests be identified during pre-construction
surveys, CMA LUPA-BIO-IFS-24 would be implemented to minimize impacts of surface disturbance
within one-mile of active golden eagle nests or territories, as included in Appendix F. Impacts would
overall be minor, short-term, and localized.

Bats

The Proposed Action would create a source of light that would attract insects and, thus, foraging bats.
Impacts to foraging and roosting areas for bats would be minor, short-term, and localized. Bats foraging in
close proximity to the Proposed Action may collide with associated infrastructure, causing injuries or
fatalities. SMP has committed to implementing a 500-foot surface disturbance buffer around known bat
maternity roosts within the Project Area during the bat maternity season (April 1 through August 31).
Overland travel could occur within the 500-foot buffer, but no direct surface disturbance or active drilling
would occur within this buffer during the bat maternity season. With implementation of the 500-foot buffer,
impacts to batpopulationsas aresultof lightingfromnighttimedrillingwould also be minimized as lighting
for active drilling equipment would be over 500 feet away from bat maternity roosts. With implementation
of the PDFs (Appendix F) acts from additional lighting and potential collisions with infrastructure would
be negligible to minor, short-term, and localized. Impacts to bat species as a result of noise generated from
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Project activities would be the same as described above for special status species. All other impacts to bats
would be the same as those described for general wildlife mammal species.

There would not be disproportionate impacts to the California leaf-nosed bat. PDFs (Appendix F), such as
minimizing disturbance to wash vegetation and the avoidance buffers as described above, would reduce
impacts to the California leaf-nosed bat. Impacts would be minor, short-term, and localized.

Threatened and Endangered Species

Potential habitat areas for the Mojave Desert tortoise that could be impacted underthe Proposed Action
include areasof bajadas, hills with sandy loam, rocky soils in Mojave Desertscrub vegetation communities,
alluvial fans, and valley bottoms. Project activities would be monitored throughout the life of the Project to
avoid potential impactsto Mojave Desert tortoise habitat. SMP would designate an FCR who would be
responsible for overseeing compliance with protective stipulations for desert tortoise habitat, and for
compliance coordination with the BLM. Measures for potential translocation of tortoise individuals to
nearby areas with suitable habitat is discussed further below..

Potential impacts to Mojave Desert tortoise individuals could include injury, direct mortality, displacement
of individuals, and increased stress. A BLM-approved Authorized or Qualified Biologist would be onsite
prior to and during Project activities involving heavy machinery or any surface disturbing activities to
ensure no desert tortoises are killed or burrows crushed, and Project staff are compliant with desert tortoise
best practices. Within 24 hours of commencement of Project activities, pre-construction desert tortoise
surveys would be conducted by a BLM-approved Authorized or Qualified Biologist within the area to be
disturbed, plus a 500-foot buffer,andthe BLM-approved Authorized or Qualified Biologistwould be onsite
during initial Project activities or mobilization. In addition, the FCR would be required to be onsite during
all Project activities and would be responsible for stipulations for desert tortoise populations. During the
desert tortoise active season, the FCR would be a BLM Authorized or Qualified Biologist. Outside of the
active season, the FCR may be an on-site compliance monitor that would coordinate closely with a BLM
Authorized or Qualified Biologist to be on-site immediately as needed. If a desert tortoise is discovered in
harm’s way, a BLM Authorized Biologist will move the tortoise, no more than 300 meters, into adjacent
habitat following the latest USFWS clearance and handling procedures. If the BLM-approved Authorized
or Qualified Biologist observes significant clinical signs of ill health, the tortoise would be removed from
the wild in coordination with the USFWS. If suitable habitat is not available within 300 meters of the
tortoises’ capture locationsor other land ownership restrictions prevent the release of individuals within
300 meters (e.g., privately owned land lacking permission), the tortoise would be translocated to the
Recipient Site adjacentto the Project Area(Figure 3-14). Additionally, the BLM wouldrequire a mitigation
measure for SMP to install exclusionary fencing around the access road to prevent desert tortoise crossings
and collisions with individual species within Tumco Wash. The BLM also conducted Section 7 of the ESA
consultation with the USFWS to develop the appropriate mitigation measures for the implementation under
the Proposed Action in accordance with the 2017 Programmatic Biological Opinion (USFWS 2017) for
Mojave Deserttortoise, described in Section4.1.1. Further, CMA LUPA-BIO-1FS-9 wouldbe implemented
to reduce vehicle speeds to 15 miles per hour within areas not cleared by surveys where desert tortoise may
be impacted, as included in Appendix F alongwith several additional PDFs specific to desert tortoise.
Through implementation of these BMPs, the detailed PDFs, and CMAs in Appendix F, impacts to Mojave
Desert tortoise under the Proposed Action are anticipated to be minor, short-term, and localized.

3.23.4 Environmental Impacts (NEPA) — No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the Project would not be approved by the BLM; however, the area would
remain available for other multiple use activities as approved by the BLM. Assuch, no impacts to wildlife,
includingmigratory birds, special status species, andthreatened and endangered species, would occur under
the No Action Alternative beyond existing conditions.
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3.235 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

Refer to Biological Resource Technical Report and Assessment in Appendix E for additional detail
supporting the below impact analysis.

a) Would the Project have a substantial adverse effect, either directly or through habitat
modifications, on any species identified asa candidate, sensitive, or special status species in local
or regional plans, policies or regulations, or by the CDFW or USFWS?

Less Than Significant Impact with Mitigation: No, the proposed Project would not have a substantial
adverse effect, either directly or through habitat modifications, on any species identified as a candidate,
sensitive, or special-status species in local or regional plans, policies, or regulations, or by the CDFW or
USFWS. WestLand evaluated the potential for special-status species to occur in the Project Area. Of the
41 potential plantspeciesand 26 potential wildlife species WestLand identified (Appendix E), three special
status plant species and seven special status wildlife species were determined to have a possible presence
or a high potential to occur in the Project Area. Refer to Section 3.20.2 above for a complete discussion on
vegetation, including special status plant species, and Section 3.23.2 above for a complete discussion on
the affected environment for wildlife, including special status and threatened and endangered species.

Recommended Avoidance Measures: As stated above, the overall proposed Project would be limited in
scope (i.e., 20.54 acres of new disturbance) and duration (12- to 24-months of exploration activities).
Nonetheless, to ensure the Project’s potential adverse impactsto sensitive plant and wildlife species and
habitats are avoided, a variety of protection measureswould be implemented. A complete description of
the environmental protection measures that SMP has committed to as PDFs are provided in Appendix F.
Through the implementation of the avoidance and protection measures (Appendix F), the Project would
not have an adverse effect, either directly or indirectly, or through habitat modifications, on any species
identified as a candidate, sensitive, or special status species. Therefore, Project impacts would be less than
significant with mitigation incorporated.

b) Would the Project have a substantial adverse effect on any riparian habitat or other sensitive
natural community identified in local or regional plans, policies, regulations, or by the CDFW or
USFWS?

Less Than Significant Impact with Mitigation: See response to CEQA Criteria a) above. No, the
proposed Project would not have a substantial adverse effect on any riparian habitat or other sensitive
natural community identified in local or regional plans, policies, regulations or by the CDFW or USFWS.
As discussed above, the Project Area has been previously disturbed by mining activities. In general,
vegetation is sparse in both the upland and xeroriparian habitats.

Per Biological Resource Technical Report and Assessment (WestLand 2021) in Appendix E, WestLand
found that vegetation is sparse in both the upland and xeroriparian habitats of the Project area. The uplands
consist of a very low-density shrub community dominated by creosote (Larrea tridentata) and brittlebush
(Enceliafarinose). Inaddition, large portions ofthe area of analysis consist of disturbed habitats dominated
by non-native annual plants. The xeroriparian habitat generally consists of the same sparce shrub
community and includes widely spaced upland trees and ocotillo (Fouquieria splendens). In summation,
vegetation in the area of analysis is uniformly sparce and consists of very low density shrublands, upland
trees and highly disturbed habitats.

The three native vegetation categories identified during the baseline surveys (Westland 2021) are described
in Section 3.20.2). No riparian areas have been identified within the Project Area. The only surface water
features present within the Project Area are ephemeral drainages; no permanent waterways, perennial or
intermittent streams, or diversion channels exist within or adjacent to the Project Area.
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Conclusion: As discussed previously, wildlife habitats on and around the Project Area have been
significantly influenced by historic mining activities, as well as by recreational and mine exploration
activities. Additionally, proposed Project activities with the potential to effect sensitive habitat or other
natural communities would be limited in scope (i.e., 20.54 acres of new disturbance) and duration (12- to
24-months of exploration activities). Once exploration operations are complete, the Project Areawould be
fully reclaimed and revegetated.

Forthese reasons,and throughthe implementation of the PDFs described in Appendix F, the Projectwould
not result in significant impacts to riparian habitat or other sensitive natural communities or state of
federally protected wetlands, and there would be less than significant impacts with mitigation incorporated.

c) Would the Project have a substantial adverse effect on state or federally protected wetlands
(including, but not limited to, marsh, vernal pool, coastal, etc.) through direct removal, filling,
hydrological interruption, or other means?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the proposed Project would not have a substantial adverse effect on
state or federally protected wetlands through direct removal, filling, hydrological interruption, or other
means. There are three key agencies that regulate activities within inland streams, wetlands, and riparian
areas in California. The Corps Regulatory Branchregulates discharge of dredge or fill materials into “waters
of the United States” pursuant to Section 404 of the CWA and Section 10 of the Rivers and Harbors Act.
Of the State agencies, the Regional Board regulates discharges to surface waters pursuant to Section 401 of
the CWA and the California Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Actandthe CDFW regulatesalterations
to streambed and associated plant communities under Fish and Wildlife Code Sections 1600 et seq.

The only surface water features present within the Project Area are ephemeral drainages; no permanent
waterways, perennial or intermittent streams, or diversion channels exist within or adjacent to the Project
Area, and none are proposed as a result of site development. Under surveys conducted in 2021 for presence
of Waters of the US, a total of 432 aquatic resource features (i.e., drainages, tributaries, stream channels),
including one pond, have been mapped within and in the vicinity of the Project Area and assessed for
potential jurisdiction under the USACE, the Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) and the
CDFW (Stantec 2021). No wetlands, seeps, springs, or playas were found, and flows within the area are
ephemeral and are mostly sourced from direct precipitation as well as flows from the Cargo Muchacho
Mountains in the east. Based on the definitions, regulations, and guidance for jurisdictional waters under
the CWA, none of the features are expected to fall under the jurisdiction of the USACE because they were
determined to be both isolated with no connection to a traditional navigable water. All drainages sampled
entering, exiting, and beginning in the area were determined to be ephemeral. All features potentially fall
under the jurisdiction of the RWQCB and the CDFW. On March 29, 2021, an application was submitted to
the USACE for an approved jurisdictional determination with an aquatic resources inventory providing the
survey data to support no jurisdictional waters being present within the Project Area or vicinity. The
USACE’s approved jurisdictional determination is currently pending and is anticipated to be received
within the timeline of completion prior to Project approval.

Because there are no jurisdictional drainages within the Project Area, and because SMP would obtain the
requisite approvals from the RWQCB, CDFW and the USACE, the Project would not have a substantial
adverse effect on federally protected wetlands (including, but not limited to, marsh, vernal pool, coastal,
etc.) as defined by Section 404 of the CWA through direct removal, filling, hydrological interruption, or
other means, and there would be less than significant impacts.

d) Would the Project interfere substantially with the movement of any resident or migratory fish or
wildlife species or with established native resident or migratory wildlife corridors, or impede the
use of native wildlife nursery sites?
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Less Than Significant Impact: Seeresponsesto CEQA Criteriaa)and b)above. No, the proposed Project
would not interfere substantially with the movement of any native resident or migratory fish or wildlife
species or disrupt native nursery sites. The Imperial County General Plan (Imperial County 2015),
specifically Figure 1 through Figure 3 within the Conservation and Open Space Element, depicts “sensitive
habitats”, “sensitive species” and “agency-designated habitats” within the County, respectively. According
to the Imperial County General Plan, the Project Area is not located within a County-designated wildlife
corridor. Additionally, as stated above, thereare no permanent waterways, perennial or intermittent streams,
or diversion channels exist within or adjacent to the Project Areathat could harbor migratory fish species.
The only surface water features present within the Project Area are ephemeral drainages and do not support
fish species.

As with other undeveloped areas of the Cargo Muchacho Mountains, the Project Area would have the
limited potential to provide limited upland wildlife movement opportunities acrossthe Project site from
other nearby undeveloped wilderness areas (e.g., Pilot Knob Mesa and Algodones Dunes areas to the
southwest). However, since the majority of the Project Area and adjacent lands have been disturbed by
historical mining, and the lack of suitable habitat that would be maintained through the life of the Project,
wildlife movement opportunities through the Project Area would remain limited.

WestLand also completed a raptor survey and evaluated the potential for species protected under the Bald
and Golden Eagle Protection Act (BGEPA) to occur within the Project Area, the results for which are
summarized under Section 3.23.2. Specific to species protected under the BGEPA, WestLand determined
that the bald eagle has “no” potential to occur, and the golden eagle has an “unlikely” potential to occur as
the habitat within the Project Area is unsuitable,andthe habitat withinthe raptor areaof analysis (see Figure
3 in Biological Resource Technical Report and Assessment of Appendix E) was marginal. Additionally, as
described under CEQA Criteria a) above, SMP would implement the PDFs for biological resources as
included under Appendix F. This would include pre-construction biologist surveys, minimizing native
ground disturbance/installation of barriers, worker training, and other measures which would ensure the
Project would not substantially interfere with any migratory species that may happen to move through the
Project Area. Through implementation of these avoidance and protection measures, SMP’s use of the
Project Area for exploratory drilling operations would not impact wildlife movement opportunities or
prevent the surrounding habitat from continuing to function as a wildlife corridor. Therefore,
implementation of the Project (including construction, operations and reclamation) would not substantially
alter existing wildlife movement patterns, and there would be less than significant impacts with mitigation
incorporated.

e) Wouldthe Projectconflictwith anylocal policies or ordinance protecting biological resource, such
as a tree preservation policy or ordinance?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the proposed Project would not conflict with any local policies or
ordinances protecting biological resources, such as a tree preservation policy or ordinance. Both the
Imperial County General Plan (Imperial County, 2015) and the Imperial County — Code of Ordinances
(Imperial County, 2022) were reviewed. Specifically, the Conservation and Open Space Element of the
General Plan, as well as Chapters 12.44 (Wildlife Protection) and 12.48 (Wild Flowers and Trees) of the
Code of Ordinances outline specific preservation measures and provides regulations and guidelines for the
management of plant resources in the unincorporated areas of the County.

Chapter 12.44 of the County Code of Ordinances is specific to the protection of watercourses or wildlife
watering holes. As discussed above, no permanent waterways, perennial or intermittent streams, or
diversion channels exist within or adjacent to the Project Area, and none are proposed as a result of site
development. The only surface water features present within the Project Area are ephemeral drainages.
Water that contacts the Project Area, either from application for dust suppression or as a result of a
precipitation event, would be contained onsite and either naturally evaporate or infiltrate into the ground.
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There would be no discharges outside the drill sites or in surface tributaries, and no pollutants would be
discharged, and Project water management would comply with applicable county, state, and federal laws.
Additionally, as discussed in Section 3.22, the Project operations would be conducted pursuant to the CGP
for stormwater discharges. For these reasons, the Project would comply with the provisions of outlined
under Chapter 12.44 of the County Code.

Chapter 12.48 of the County Code of Ordinances prohibits the destruction (e.g., dig up, remove, mutilate,
or destroy) or disturbance of specific tree and flower species. Table 3-36 describes the trees and plants
species regulated under Chapter 12.48 of the County Code of Ordinances and summarizes applicability to
the proposed Project. Also see Biological Resource Technical Report and Assessment (WestLand, 2021) in
Appendix E, which provides a comprehensive list of the potential wildlife and plant species observe
on/near the Project Area.

Table 3-36 Imperial County Code Plant Protection and Management

Code Section/Text | Protected Tress & Vegetation | Applicable to Project

12.48.010 — Picking or destroying of certain trees and flowers.

Mountain Dogwood (Cornus Nuttalli),

Snow Plant (Sarcodes Sanguinea),

Tiger Lily (Lilium Parryi),

Western Azalea (Rhododendron Occidentale),
California Holly Toyon Berry (Heteromeles
Arbutifolia),

Maiden-hair Fern (Adiantum),

Sword Fern Family (Nephrolepic),

Giant Canyon Fern (Woodwardia Radicans),

Itis unlawful for any
person, firm or
corporation to mutilate or
destroy or pick blossoms,
branches, leaves or
berries from any:

Not Applicable.

None of the plant species
protected under Section
12.48.010 were found within
the Project Area.

12.48.020 — Digging up, removal or possession of certain trees and flowers.

To dig up or remove the bulbs of the Lemon Lily or

the Tiger Lily, Not Applicable.
To dig up or remove the Snow Plant, Maidenhair
Itis unlawful: Fern, Sword Fern Family, _orGiant C_anyon Fern, None of the plant spe_:cies
' To remove or cut or have in possession any of the protected under Section
branches, leaves, plants or berries of the Mountain 12.48.020 were found within
Dogwood, Western Azalea, or the California Holly the Project Area.
Toyon Berry,

12.48.030 — Yucca plant.

Itis unlawful for any person, firm or corporation to dig up, remove, mutilate, or Not Applicable.

destroy any Yucca plant, or to pick or cut any bloom or blossoms therefrom,
growing upon public or private land without a permit issued by the board of
supervisors of Imperial County, except by the owner of such land or with the
written consent of such owner.

Per the biological baseline
survey (Westland 2021), no
Yucca plants were found
within the Project Area.

12.48.040 — Yucca trees.
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Code Section/Text Protected Tress & Vegetation

Applicable to Project

Quixote Plant (Yucca Whipplei Torr.);

Joshua Tree (Yucca brevifolia Engelm.);

Spanish Dagger (Yucca mohavensis Sarg.);

Spanish Bayonet (Yucca baccata Torr.);

Desert Lily (Hesperocallis undulatus Wats.);

Fan Palm (Washingtonia filifera Wendl.);

Desert Holly, Atripiex hyhenelytra (Abronia Wats.);
Desert Verbena (Abronia villosa Wats.);

Desert Evening Primrose (Enothera trichocalyx
Nutt.);

Smoke Tree (Parosela spinosa [Gray] Heller);
Lupin (Lupinus spp.);

Coach Whip or Ocaotillo (Fouquieria splendens
Engelm.);

Desert Willow (Chilopsis linearis D. C.);

Sandfood (Ammobroma soncrae Torr.);

Scarlet Bugler (Pentstemon centanthrifolius Benth.);
Indigo Bush (Parosela Schottii);

It is unlawful for any
person, firm or
corporation to dig up,
remove, mutilate, or
destroy any Yucca Trees
of the following varieties:

Not Applicable.

None of the Yucca tree
species protected under
Section 12.48.040 were
found within the Project Area
that would have to be
removed or disturbed as a
result of Project activities.

12.48.050 — Cactus.

Cholla (Opuntia echinocorpa Engelm.);

Barrel Cactus (Echinocactus cylindraceus Enfielm.);
Giant Cactus (Cereus gigantea Engelm.);
Strawberry or Fish Hook Cactus (Mamillaria
tetrancistra Engelm.);

Bird Nest Cactus (Mamillaria grahami Engelm.);
Acanthus (Beloperone californica Benth.);
Hedgehog Cactus (Echinocactus polysancistrus
Engelm. and Bigel.);

Torch Cactus (Cereus engelmanni Parry);
Beavertail Cactus (Oprentia basillaris Engelm.);
Clavate Cactus (Opuntia clavata Engelm.);
Grizzly Bear Cactus (Opuntia erinacea);
Opuntia Cactus (Opuntia ramossissima Engelm.);
and

Marguey or Agaves (Agate deserti Engelm.);

Itis unlawful for any
person, firm or
corporation to dig up,
remove, mutilate, destroy,
or pick any cactus of the
following varieties:

Not Applicable.

None of the cactus species
protected under Section
12.48.050 were found within
the Project Area that would
have to be removed or
disturbed as a result of
Project activities.

12.48.070 — Shrubs.

It is unlawful for any person, firm or corporation, except the owner of such land
or with the written consent of such owner, to dig up, remove, mutilate, or destroy
shrubs of the following variety:

Crucifixion Thorn (Holacantha Emoryi)

Not Applicable.

Per the biological baseline
survey (WestLand 2021), no
Crucifixion Thorn were
found within the Project
Area.

12.48.080 — Tags, seals and wood receipts.

Where a permit is required by this chapter, authorizing the harvesting,
transporting or possessing of trees or plants, such permits would be accompanied
by a tag or seal for each tree or plant to be harvested, possessed or transported.
The tagand/orsealwould be retained and utilized-pursuant to Sections 80101 and
80102 of the Food and Agricultural Code of the state of California as it now
exists, or may hereafter be amended.

Each permit authorizing the harvesting, transporting or possessing of plants or
trees, for wood, which plants or trees are listed in this chapter would be
accompanied by a wood receipt. The wood receipt would be nontransferable and
would be retained pursuantto Section 80103 of the Food and Agricultural Code of
the state of California as it now exists or may hereafter be amended.

Not Applicable.

No trees species were found
within the Project Area that
would have to be removed or
disturbed as a result of the
Project activities.
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Note: See Biological Resource Technical Report and Assessment in Appendix E for findings based on the biological
baseline surveys for the Project.

As shown in Table 3-36 above, none of the regulated trees, plants, or protected riparian areas outlined in
the County Code of Ordinances pertain to this Project (i.e., none were found on/near the Project Area per
the biological baseline surveys [WestLand 2021]). Per the discussions above, the Project is consistent with,
and would not interfere substantially with, any local policies or ordinances protecting biological resources.
Therefore, impacts are less than significant with no mitigation required.

f)  Would the Project conflict with the provisions of an adopted Habitat Conservation Plan, Natural
Community Conservation Plan, or other approved local, regional, or state habitat conservation
plan?

Less Than Significant Impact with Mitigation: See response to CEQA Criteria e) above. No, the
proposed Project would not conflict with the provisions of an adopted Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP),
Natural Community Conservation Plan (NCCP), or other approved local, regional, or State HCP. As
described under CEQA Criteria e) above, the Project would not conflict with the provisions of any adopted
Habitat Conservation Plan, Natural Community Conservation Plan (i.e., Chapter 12.44 — Wildlife
Protection, Chapter 12.48 — Wild Flowers and Trees, etc.), or other approved County habitat conservation
plan.

While the Project Area is not within a County-designate habitat conservation area, the Project Area does
occur within the federal Picacho ACEC as designated under the DRECP (BLM 2016). The BLM’s goals
for the management of the Picacho ACEC are to enhance, protect and preserve the cultural and biological
resources while providing compatible recreational opportunities; and to maintain desert tortoise habitat
connectivity between the Chuckwalla Desert Wildlife Management/ACEC/Critical Habitat Units and high
value climate refugia for wildlife (BLM 2016). The Project has been designed to be consistent with the
requirement outlined in the DRECP (BLM 2016), and PDFs specific to desert tortoise are described in full
under Appendix F. Through the implementation of the PDFs, the Project would not conflict with the
provisions of any adopted Habitat Conservation Plan, Natural Community Conservation Plan (i.e.,
DRECP), or other approved local, regional, and/or state habitat conservation plan. Therefore, proposed
Project activities would not conflict with future HCPs, NCCPs, or other approved local, regional, or state
HCPs, and there would be less than significant impacts with mitigation incorporated.

3.23.6 Cumulative Effects

The CESA boundary for wildlife, including migratory birds, special status species, and threatened and
endangered species, includes the Project Area plus a five-mile buffer (Figure 3-3). This CESA was chosen
as it is the geographic area to which cumulative impacts to wildlife species would occur based on surface
disturbance proposed under the Project and known wildlife occurrences. The CESA encompasses 68,020
acres.

Within this CESA, past and present disturbance, as detailed in Table 3-37, has resulted from the following
activities: mineral development and exploration projects (1,856 acres); oil and gas pipelines (1 acre);
utilities, infrastructure, and public purpose projects (74 acres); roads and railroads (215 acres); and
dispersed recreation. No documented recent and past wildland fires have occurred within the CESA.

Table 3-37 Past, Present, and RFFAs in the Wildlife CESA

Past, Present, and RFFAs, Disturbances and Projects CESA

CESA Acres 68,020

Past Actions

Mineral Development and Exploration
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Past, Present, and RFFAs, Disturbances and Projects CESA

Sand and Gravel Operations, Materials Sites and Community Sand and Gravel Pits 360
Notices 64
Mining and Exploration Projects 1,432

Utilities, Infrastructure, and Public Purpose

Communication Facilities

Water Pipelines and Water Infrastructure

Other 21

Past Actions Total Disturbance Acres 1,890

Present Actions

Oil and Gas Pipelines

Pipelines 1
Utilities, Infrastructure, and Public Purpose
Powerlines 37
Water Pipelines and Water Infrastructure 3
Roads and Railroads Present Actions
Roads 197
Railroads 18
Present Actions Total Disturbance Acres 257
REFAs
Mineral Development and Exploration
Mining and Exploration Projects 73
Utilities, Infrastructure, and Public Purpose
Power Lines 13,881
RFFAs Total Disturbance Acres 13,954
Past, Present, and RFFAs Total Disturbance Acres 16,101
Percent of CESA 24
Fires 0

Source: BLM 2022a-b

Of the 68,020 acres covered by the CESA, 16,101 acres of disturbance are associated with past, present,
and RFFA disturbances, which is a disturbance of approximately 24 percent of the CESA.

Past activities from mineral development and exploration activities and infrastructure in the CESA have
resulted in removal of vegetation, dispersal or displacement of local populations, and fragmentation of
certain wildlife habitats and populations. Removal of the vegetative understory may impact nesting success
and predation. Road construction and use disturbs wildlife habitat by removing vegetation, compacting
soils, displacing individuals, increasing noise, and by creating long-term impacts resulting from habitat
fragmentation and direct mortality from vehicle collisions.

Human presence tends to disturb many species of wildlife throughout their habitats. Past and present
recreational uses in the area include hunting, OHV use, hiking, and primitive camping. Human disturbance
during periods of the year when wildlife species are otherwise stressed due to a lack of forage and/or harsh
weather (as occurs during the winter season), can further stress wildlife and may increase mortality.
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RFFAs in the CESA would include mineral development and exploration projects (73 acres) and utilities,
infrastructure, and public purpose projects (13,881 acres) (Table 3-36). Future mineral development and
exploration would include the pending reclamation at the San Pedro Gravel Jackson Gulch Mine.
Additionally, a proposed powerline from Yuma, Arizona to the Imperial VValley of California is currently
pending that would include 13,881 acres of linear surface disturbance; however, the full extent of the
powerline would not be within the Wildlife CESA and the BLM currently has an indefinite hold on the
future action. Impacts from RFFAs may include habitat loss, removal of vegetation, fragmentation of
migration corridors, displacement from increased human presence and noise, and introduction of invasive
weed species. Wildland firesin this CESA may occur in the future, as would dispersed recreation. Impacts
from these RFFAs would lead to similar impacts as stated for past and present actions.

Proposed Action

The Proposed Action would increase disturbance to wildlife habitat within the CESA by a maximum of
20.54 acres (less than one percent of the CESA) for a total disturbance in combination with past, present,
and RFFAs of 16,122 acres (approximately 24 percent of the CESA). Cumulative impacts on general
wildlife frompast, present,and RFFAs in combinationwith the Proposed Action would resultin cumulative
displacementand habitat fragmentation,as well as short-termdisturbance and removal of habitatand forage
area. Displacement and habitat fragmentation decreases survival rates of affected individuals to some
degree and increases competition. The presence of new and improved roads may increase mortality from
vehicle collisions. If disturbance areas are not properly reclaimed, invasive weeds may become established
which would have additional long-term impacts on general wildlife habitat. However, proposed operations
would be temporary, and reclamation would occuron all proposed disturbances concurrently, including
revegetation with a BLM-approved seed mix, which would reduce these long-term impacts to wildlife and
their habitat. PDFs for avoidance buffers and pre-construction surveyswould be implemented to reduce
impacts to avian species, including migratory birds, and bat species during the breeding season (Appendix
F). The proposednew road foraccess to the stagingarea/underground portal would remain as a post-closure
feature for access to the Project Area for reclamation and monitoring activities as well as continued
underground exploration, which would be completed and remaining surface disturbance reclaimed within
five years from Project implementation. It is not anticipated that the Proposed Action would have any
cumulativeimpacts onavianorbiggame migratory corridors. Additionally, the Project would be completed
outside the desert tortoise active season (March 15 through November 1) as feasible and pre-construction
surveys would be completed within 24 hours of commencement of Project activities (year-round) within
the proposed area for disturbance and a 500-foot buffer to determine potential desert tortoise presence,
activity, and burrow sites for avoidance. A complete list of PDFs for minimization of impacts to wildlife
species is provided in Appendix F. The Proposed Action, in combination with past, present, and RFFAs,
would resultin minor, short-term, and localized cumulative impacts to wildlife within the CESA, and it is
anticipated most wildlife species would be able to relocate to similar habitat around the CESA during
temporary exploration operations.

No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, the proposed Oro Cruz exploration activities would not be approved and
the associated impacts to wildlife, including migratory birds, special status species, and threatened and
endangered species, would not occur. Overall, cumulative effects to this CESA from the No Action
Alternative would be less than the Proposed Action since additional surface disturbance from that
alternative would not occur and thus would not additionally impact wildlife. There would be no cumulative
impacts beyond those currently occurring from past, present, and RFFAs.
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3.24  Wildfire

3.24.1 Initial Study Determination (CEQA)

Table 3-38 provides impact determinations of the Project on wildfire, per CEQA guidelines whether a
projecta located in or near state responsibility areas or lands classified as very high fire hazard severity
zones.

Table 3-38 Wildfire Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Wildfire Criteria Significant Unless Significant
e Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated
Substantially impair an adopted emergenc
a) . ) rgency O O O X
response plan or emergency evacuation plan?
Due to slope, prevailing winds, and other factors,
exacerbate wildfire risks, and thereby expose
b) | & y eXp O O X O
project occupants to pollutantconcentrations from
a wildfire or the uncontrolled spread of a wildfire?
Require the installation or maintenance of
associated infrastructure (such asroads, fuel
breaks, emergency water sources, power lines or
) other utilities) that may exacerbate fire risk or that O O X O
may resultin temporary orongoing impacts to the
environment?
Expose people or structures to significant risks,
d) includ_ing downslope or downstream fI_ooding or [ [ [ X
landslides, as a result of runoff, post-fire slope
instability, or drainage changes?

3.24.2 Affected Environment

This resource is not a supplemental authority considered for analysis by the BLM under NEPA, and there
is minimal risk of fire from Project activities with the implementation of the PDFs described in Appendix
F. Therefore, this resource was not analyzed further under the NEPA requirements for the affected
environment or environmental impacts for each alternative, per the determination in Table G-1 of
Appendix G.

3.24.3 Impact Analysis (CEQA)

According to the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CAL FIRE) Fire Hazard Severity
Zone (FHSZ) maps (CAL FIRE 2022), the Project Area is located within a Federal Responsibility Area
(FRA) as well as a Local Responsibility Area (LRA), specifically withina FHZS designated as having an
“Other Moderate” or “LRA Moderate” risk of wildfire. Thereareas designatedas havinga “High” or “Very
High” FHSZ potential within or near the Project Area.
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a) Would the Project substantially impair an adopted emergency response plan or emergency
evacuation plan?

No Impact: No, the Project would not substantially impair an adopted emergency response plan or
emergency evacuation plan. As discussed in Section 3.11, Imperial County maintains various emergency
plans and emergency preparedness procedures, primarily outlined within the EOP (Imperial County 2016)
and Multi-Jurisdictional Hazards Mitigation Plan Update (Imperial County 2015). Both documents were
reviewed, and the Project would not conflict with any applicable provisions found in the County’s
emergency response or hazard mitigation plan(s).

The Project would not impair implementation of, or physically interfere with, these adopted emergency
plans or emergency evacuation plans because the Project would not add to off-site traffic congestion above
existing levels that might delay emergency response activities. As discussed above, existing access roads
would be usedto the extent possible but some newaccessroads would berequiredacrossBLM land (Figure
2-1). New access roads would be used strictly for Project support vehicles to access the exploration Drill
Areas. Drilling equipment would be trucked to one of two truck unloading points, and then would be safely
mobilized to the Drill Areas within the Project Area (Figure 2-1). Equipment would be unloaded from
lowboys onto the existing road at the unloading points and no improvements are needed to accommodate
the unloading of equipment. Additionally, as discussed in Section 3.19, it’s estimate that the Project would
generate a maximum of 64 one-way vehicle trips per day (resulting from 32 total vehicles traveling to and
from the Project Area), to accommodate employees and contractors travelingto and fromthe site to conduct
onsite exploration activities. The addition of up to 32 additional vehicles on County roadways would not
impede or impair an adopted emergency response plan or emergency evacuation plan/route.

Because the Project would not significantly increase off-site traffic above existing levels, and therefore not
interfere with an adopted emergency response or evacuation plan, there would be no impacts.

b) Would the Project, due to slope, prevailing winds, and other factors, exacerbate wildfire risks, and
thereby expose project occupants to pollutant concentrations from a wildfire or the uncontrolled
spread of a wildfire?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not expose project occupants to pollutant
concentrations from a wildfire or the uncontrolled spread of a wildfire, due to slope, prevailing winds, or
other factors. As discussed previously, the majority of the Project Area has been disturbed due to past
miningand processingoperationsthathaveoccurredhistorically. As such, both the Projectsite and adjacent
areas are generally devoid of dense vegetation, and therefore pose minimal risk related to potential
wildfires. Due to the lack of vegetation in the area, it is unlikely an uncontrolled wildfire would spread
through the Project Area.

Additionally, none of existing of the proposed Project site features (slopes, structures, etc.) would
exacerbate and/or increase the spread of wildfires in the area. Conversely, the developed Projectsite, would
be maintainedin an orderlymannerandwould continue to be clear of vegetationduringexploratorydrilling
and ancillary operations. Existing slopes would also be maintained to ensure safety and prevent erosion.

As discussed in Section 3.11, SMP would implement site-specific fire prevention/protection actions. At a
minimum these actions would include designating Project fire coordinators, providing adequate fire
suppression equipment (including in vehicles), and establishing emergency response information relevant
to the Project Area. SMP would also have a 2,000-gallon portable water storage tank onsite for dust
suppression that would also be available to assist in firefighting operations. SMP would ensure that all
mobile equipment be equipped with fire extinguishers, hand tools, and first aid kits.

In the event of an initial, small fire that does not create enough smoke, flame, and heat to prevent fighting
the fire using a hand-held fire extinguisher or a small water hose, and providing no one would be
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endangered, SMP personnel and/or contractors would use make a reasonable effort to extinguish the fire.
If two or more people are present, one would fight the fire while one reports to 911 the size, type, and
location in the event the fire grows out of control. Personnel would not directly engage any fire which is
beyond the incipient stage (i.e., a fire which has progressed to the point it has substantially involved any
structure/equipment).

Planning and prevention of fires is also managed through the appropriate handling and storage of fuels,
inspections and recordkeeping, spill prevention and response procedures, proper use of safety equipment,
resource management training, and fire prevention training.

SMP would coordinate with local law enforcement and fire departments to provide 24-hour access as
needed for emergency response. Both Imperial County as well as the nearby City of Yuma have fire
departments which could service the Project site if needed. The fire station closest to the Project Area is
Imperial County Fire Department Station #8 located at 518 Railroad Avenue in Winterhaven, Califomia,
approximately 14 miles away to the southeast. In the unlikely event of a wildfire, the Project site could be
reach within a short timeframe.

Cellular telephone service is generally available within the Project Area site for emergency and other
communications. A satellite phone wouldalso be made available in case of emergencies. Contractors would
be trained in proper emergency response, incident reporting, and general health and safety issues. All
equipment would be maintained in a safe and orderly manner.

Lastly, in the unlikely event of a large wildfire within the Imperial County area that adversely impacts
ambient air quality, the onsite manager may continue to limit operations if they feel worker safety is at risk.
Thick smoke and debris may pose a risk to workers’ respiratory health or may present a safety hazard if
visibility is extremely poor. Although considered highly unlikely, if conditions presented such risks to
onsite workers, field managers would have the authority to restrict outdoor operations.

For the reasons outlined above, the Project would not expose project occupants to pollutant concentrations
from a wildfire or the uncontrolled spread of a wildfire, due to slope, prevailing winds, or other factors.
Therefore, there would be less than significant impacts.

c) Would the Project require the installation or maintenance of associated infrastructure (such as
roads, fuel breaks, emergency water sources, power lines or other utilities) that may exacerbate
fire risk or that may result in temporary or ongoing impacts to the environment?

Less Than Significant Impacts: No, the Project would involve the installation or maintenance of
infrastructure (such as roads, fuel breaks, emergency water sources, power lines or other utilities) that may
exacerbate fire risk or that may result in temporary or ongoing impacts to the environment. As discussed
above, the Project consists of using existing access roads and improving some existing roads, as well as
constructing a new temporary exploration drilling access road, helicopter landing pads, and drill pads to
supportexplorationin seven Drill Areas. The Projectmobilization, road construction, drilling, and borehole
abandonmentwould becompleted within 12 to 24 months of Projectinitiation. Drillingactivities potentially
would be completed in up to two drill areas at once. Once operations are complete, Project Areas to be
reclaimed would be converted to land uses consistent with mining, recreational uses, and open space.

During all operations, SMP would maintain equipment and conduct activities in a safe and orderly manner.
Due to the isolated nature and remote locations of the proposed access roads and drill sites, public security
and safety are nota concem. As needed, certain access roads may be gated and/or locked to prevent public
access, and the staging area would be secured with chain link fence and razor wire and locked with waming
signs during brief periods of non-operation. All employees and contractors would be required to complete
an employee safety training prior to commencement of operations.
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None of the Project structures or features would exacerbate wildfire risks. As discussed under CEQA
Criteria a) and b) above, SMP would implement site-specific fire prevention/protection actions throughout
the life of the Project. SMP would ensure that all mobile equipment be equipped with fire extinguishers,
hand tools, and first aid Kits.

Planning and prevention of fires is also managed through the appropriate handling and storage of fuels,
inspections and recordkeeping, spill prevention and response procedures, proper use of safety equipment,
resource management training, and fire prevention training. The components of the staging area are
discussed in Section 2.1.

As discussed in Section 3.11, SMP would implement Spill Contingency Plan that complies with federal
and state regulations for storage and handling of oil at industrial facilities (40 CFR Part 112 and Califomnia
Health and Safety Code Chapter 6.67, Section 25270). The Spill Contingency Plan would include a
description of the regulated materials stored at the site, discharge prevention measures (e.g., secondary and
general containment, fueling transfer procedures, etc.), drainage control to ensure spill containment, and
spill response and clean up procedures. It would also include spill reporting procedures, training, and
periodic updatesto the plan. Adherenceto Spill Contingency Plan and other safety measures would mitigate
the potential for fires due to hazardous releases during equipment fueling and maintenance. It would also
include spill reporting procedures, training, and periodic updates to the plan. Adherence to SMP’s Spill
Contingency Plan would mitigate the potential for fires due to hazardous releases during equipment fueling
and maintenance. The BMPs, operating practices and other environmental protection measures required by
the federal, state and local Certified Unified Program Agency (CUPA) regulations would be incorporated
into the Project to minimize potential impacts on the environment due to the routine transport, use, or
disposal of hazardous materials.

Forthe reasonsoutlinedabove, the Projectwould notinvolvethe installationor relocation of any significant
utility infrastructure that may exacerbate fire risk. Project infrastructure would be maintained, and
equipment fuelingand maintenance activities would be conducted in accordance with the appropriate safety
and spill prevention plans and procedures found therein. For these reasons, the Project would have no
impacts in terms of potential to generate onsite fires due to concerns related to infrastructure.

d) Would the Project expose people or structures to significant risks, including downslope or
downstream flooding or landslides, as a result of runoff, post-fire slope instability, or drainage
changes?

No Impact: No, the Projectwould notexpose peopleor structures to significantrisks, including downslope
or downstream flooding or landslides, as a result of runoff, post-fire slope instability, or drainage changes.
As discussed previously, the majority of the Project Area is disturbed due to historical mining and
processing operations. Soils in the Project Area developed from weathered granitic rock and schistose rock
substrates. Thesoils consist of extremely gravelly sands or gravelly loams with up to 90% coarse fragments.
Soils within the Project Areaare of two general types based on substrate and topographic position: residual
soil material weathered in place on slopes and ridges; and deeper alluvial soils transported by water and
gravity to toe slopes, washesand outwash fans. The soils within the Project Areaalso contain large areas
of disturbance from previous mining and reclamation activities.

Other than minimal slopes within the historical excavation pit, the Project site is relatively flat
Additionally, other than minimal clearing, grading, or grubbing to facilitate construction of the Oro Cruz
Mine Portal, drill pads, access roads, andancillary structures, nosignificantexcavation or ground disturbing
activities are proposed as part of the Project. As such, the Project would not increase the potential for
landslides and erosion onsite. SMP would implement BMPs for erosion and sediment control measures that
would be identified in the BLM approved SWPPP, and the effectiveness of erosion control measures would
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be monitored throughout the duration of the Project. SMP would also follow all erosion and sediment
control measures identified in the Plan (SMP 2021) and Reclamation Plan (Sespe 2022).

Additionally, according to the California DOC’s Landslide Map Index and relevant exhibits within the
Imperial County General Plan (Imperial County 2015), specifically the Seismic and Public Safety Element,
the Project site is not located in an area with known slope instability and/or that is prone to mudslides.

As discussed under CEQA Criteria b) above, implementation of the Project would not increase the risk of
downstream flooding or landslides in the event of an upstream wildfire. Conversely, any existing or
proposed onsite slopes and topography would be maintained in a safe, secure and stable manner. None of
the Project aboveground features or structures would redirect uncontrolled flood or landslide flows due to
upstream fire instability.

Forthe reasons outlined, the Project would haveno newimpacts related to runoff, post-fireslope instability,
or drainage changes, and there would be no impacts.

3.25  Mandatory Findings of Significance (CEQA)

Table 3-39 provides Mandatory Findings of Significance in accordance with Section 15065 of the CEQA
Guidelines.

Table 3-39  Mandatory Findings of Significance

Potentially
Potentially Significant Less Than No
Significance Criteria Significant Unless Significant
s Impact
Impact Mitigation Impact
Incorporated

Does the project have the potential to substantially
degrade the quality of the environment,
substantially reduce the habitat of a fish or wildlife
species, cause a fish or wildlife population to drop
below self-sustaining levels, threaten to eliminate
a) | aplantoranimalcommunity, substantially reduce O X O O
the number or restrict the range of a rare or
endangered plant or animal, eliminate tribal
culturalresourcesor eliminate important examples
of the major periods of California history or
prehistory?

Does the project have impactsthat are individually
limited, but cumulatively considerable?
(“Cumulatively considerable” means that the

b) | incremental effects of a project are considerable O O X O
when viewed in connection with the effects of past
projects, the effects of other current projects, and
the effects of probable future projects.)

Does the project have environmental effects,
¢) | which will cause substantial adverse effects on O O X O
human beings, either directly or indirectly?
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a) Does the Project have the potential to substantially degrade the quality of the environment,
substantially reduce the habitat of a fish or wildlife species, cause a fish or wildlife population to
drop below self-sustaining levels, threaten to eliminate a plant or animal community, substantially
reduce the number or restrict the range of a rare or endangered plant or animal or eliminate
important examples of the major periods of California history or prehistory?

Less Than Significant Impact: No, the Project would not have the potential to substantially degrade the
quality of the environment, substantially reduce the habitat of a fish or wildlife species, causea fish or
wildlife population to drop below self-sustaining levels, threaten to eliminate a plant or animal community,
substantially reduce the number or restrict the range of a rare or endangered plant or animal, or eliminate
importantexamples of the major periodsof California history or prehistory. As discussed above, the Project
is an exploratory drilling project, that would occur entirely within an area disturbed by historical mining
activities. The majority of the Project Area has been disturbed due to these historical mining operations.

Additionally, no areas with significant natural vegetation and/or habitat would be disturbed as a result of
the Project. Based on the discussionsin Section 3.23 and with implementation of the PDFs described in
Appendix F, the Projectwould have nosignificantimpacts to threatened, endangered, candidate, or special
status species. The proposed Project would also not have the potential to substantially reduce the habitat of
fish and wildlife species, cause a fish or wildlife population to drop below self-sustaining levels, eliminate
a plant or animal community, or reduce the number or restrict the range of a rare or endangered plant or
animal.

Lastly, asdiscussedin Section 3.8, the Projectwould nothavethe potential to substantially adversely affect
previously unidentified archaeological resources or eliminate important examples of the major periods of
California history or prehistory.

For the reasons outlined above, the Project would not substantially degrade the quality of the environment,
substantially reducethe habitatofafishor wildlifespecies, cause a fish or wildlife populationto drop below
self-sustaining levels, threaten to eliminate a plant or animal community, substantially reduce the number
or restrict the range of a rare or endangered plant or animal or eliminate important examples of the major
periods of California history or prehistory, and therefore the Project would have less than significant
impacts.

b) Does the Project have impacts that are individually limited, but cumulatively considerable?
(““Cumulatively considerable’ means that the incremental effects of a project are considerable
when viewed in connection with the effects of past projects, the effects of other current projects,
and the effects of probable future projects)?

Less Than Significant Impact: The Project doesnot have potential impacts that are individually limited,
but cumulatively considerable. Based on the analysis contained in this CEQA IS, the proposed Project
would notresult in any significant and unmitigable impacts in any environmental categories. In all cases,
effects associated with the Project would be limited to the existing Project Area/disturbance footprint and
eitherresultin no new impacts, less thansignificantimpacts, or less than significantimpacts with mitigation
incorporated. As such, Project impacts are of such a negligible degree that they would not result in a
significant contribution to any cumulative impacts. This is largely due to the fact that Project activities
would not significantly alter the environment beyond the existing/baseline condition, and that Project
activities would be short-term (12 to 24 months maximum), and the site would be fully reclaimed in
accordance with SMARA once exploration activities are completed.

Cumulativeimpacts could occur if the construction of other projects occurs at the same time as the proposed
Project and in the same geographic scope, such that the effects of similar impacts of multiple projects
combine to create greater levels of impact than would occur at the Project-level. For example, if the
construction of other projects in the area occurs at the same time as construction of the proposed Project,
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combined noise and transportation impacts may be greater than at the project-level. However, the Project
is located in a remote and undeveloped area of the Tumco mining district in the Cargo Muchacho
Mountains, with no cumulative County projects are expected to be constructed within the vicinity of the
Project Area. Additionally, given that the Project operations would not occur in close proximity to any
residences or neighborhood communities, and the fact that Project activities would be short-term (12 to 24
months), the Project’s impacts would not combine with the impacts of other projects to create cumulative
construction- and/or operation-related impacts in resource areas such as air quality, noise, and
transportation.

For these reasons, the incremental effects of the proposed Project would not be considerable when viewed
in connection with the effects of past projects, current projects, or probable future projects, and the Project
would have less than significant impacts.

c) Doesthe Project have environmental effects which will cause substantial adverse effects on human
beings, either directly or indirectly?

Less Than Significant Impact: Based on the analysis contained in this CEQA IS, the proposed Project
does not exceed any significance thresholds or result in significant impacts in the environmental categories
typically associated with indirect or direct effects to human beings, such as aesthetics, air quality, hazards
and hazardous materials, noise, public services, or transportation. As discussedin Section 3.3, Section 3.18,
Section 3.11, Section 3.22, Section 3.15, Section 3.16, and Section 3.19 of this document, the proposed
Project would not expose personsto the hazards of toxic air emissions, chemical or explosive materials,
ground-shaking, flooding, noise, or transportation hazards. For these reasons, the proposed Project doesnot
have a Mandatory Finding of Significance due to environmental effects that could cause substantial adverse
effects on humans, and there would less than significant impacts.
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4.0  Consultation, Coordination, and Public Participation

4.1 Consultation and Coordination

This section describes the specific actions taken by the BLM to consult and coordinate with Native
American tribes and government agencies. Various federal laws require the BLM to consult with Native
American tribes, the State Historic Preservation Office, the USFWS, and the EPA during the NEPA
decision-making process.

41.1 USFWS Consultation

The BLM consulted with the USFWS pursuant to Section 7 of the ESA regarding presence of and potential
impacts that could occur as a result of the Proposed Action to Mojave Desert tortoise, a threatened species
designated by the ESA. The BLM prepared and submitted an Activity Request Form for the Project in
accordance with the 2017 Programmatic Biological Opinion (Biological Opinion) for Activities in the CDCA
(USFWS 2017), whichwas developed to provide guidance regarding the effects on federally listed desert
tortoise andits critical habitat of existing and futureactionslikely to occurwithinthe boundaries of the CDCA.
The BLM further consulted with the USFWS on appropriate mitigation measures to be implemented under
the Proposed Action to minimize impacts to Mojave Desert tortoise pursuant to requirements under the
Biological Opinion. The USFWS did not request additional measures to be implemented in addition to the
PDFs committed to by SMP, the CMAs required under the DRECP LUPA (BLM 2016), or the BLM-required
mitigation measures, all included as Appendix F.

4.1.2 Government-to-Government and SHPO Consultation

The BLM contacted the followingtribal entities duringthe EA process to participate in identifying potential
areas of concern that may be associated with the Project in accordance with Section 106 of the NHPA:

Barona Band of Missions Indians
Campo Band of Mission Indians
Cocopah Indian Tribe

Colorado River Indian Tribes
Ewiiaapaayp Band of Kumeyaay Indians
Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe

lipay Nation of Santa Ysabel

Jamul Indian Village

Kwaaymii Laguna Band of Indians

La Posta Band of Kumeyaay Indians
Manzanita Band of Kumeyaay Indians
Mesa Grande Band of Mission Indians
San Pasqual Band of Dieguefio Indians
Sycuan Band of Kumeyaay Nation
Torres-Martinez Desert Cahuilla Indians
Viejas Band of Kumeyaay Indians

On March 31,2021, the BLM sent letters to the Tribes initiating formal consultation on the Amended Plan,
in accordance with the NHPA and other legal authorities. Consultation with the SHPO was initiated by
letter dated April 16, 2021. The BLM held a formal consultation meeting with the Fort Yuma Quechan
Indian Tribe on July 12, 2021. The BLM sent a letter to the Tribes on August 10, 2021 for review of the
Class Il Cultural Resources Inventory Work Plan and to explain the Physical APE. The BLM sent the
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Tribes an email on March 4, 2022 to notify and provide a link to the News Release about the initiation of
the scoping period. On August 23, 2022, the BLM sent the Tribes a letter discussing the expansion of the
APE to include the VAA APE for indirect effects, presenting the Class Il Cultural Resource Inventory
Report for review and comment, and inviting the Tribes to the September 20, 2022 Field Visit and the
September 21, 2022 virtual meeting. The BLM conducted a site visit on September 20, 2022, attended by
the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe and the Campo Band of Mission Indians. The BLM held a virtual
follow-upmeetingto discuss cultural resources inventory findings andthe site visiton September 21, 2022,
at which representatives of the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe, the Campo Band of Dieguefio Mission
Indians, and the San Pasqual Band of Dieguefio Indians participated. The BLM conducted another site visit
on September 27,2022, with representatives from the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe to visit potential
sites of concern that were identified within the APEs during the first site visit and virtual meeting. On
September 28, 2022, the BLM sent an email to the Tribes extending the Comment period on the Class Il
Cultural Resources Inventory report and the APE to October 17, 2022. A meeting was held on November
9, 2022 with the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe to further discuss concerns on a potential TCP in the
vicinity of the Project Area. On November 11, 2023, the BLM notified all tribes of publication of the EA
and the 30-day comment period. Four additional meetings were held with the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian
Tribe for the BLM to gain additional information regarding cultural resources and the TCP on January 10,
2023 (virtual), January 30, 2023 (virtual), February 14, 2023 (in-person) and May 12, 2023 (virtual). One
virtual meeting was held with the Campo Band of Kumeyaay Indians on May 26, 2023. The BLM provided
its proposed Section 106 of the NHPA eligibility determinations and findings of effect to all Tribes for a
30-day consultation period by letter dated April 13, 2023. The BLM subsequently provided these same
findings to the SHPO for concurrence and the BLM received a response letter dated June 28, 2023. The
Section 106 consultation process is now complete however, consultation with local tribal governments will
continue throughout the life of the Project.

4.1.3 Imperial County Consultation

As required by CEQA under Assembly Bill 52, Imperial County also conducted consultation with tribes in
the vicinity of the Project. A letter initiating consultation under CEQA was sent to the Fort Yuma Quechan
Indian Tribe on September 9, 2021. Because the Fort Yuma Quechan Indian Tribe is the only Native
American tribe that has claimed traditional and cultural affiliation with the Project Area, they were the only
tribal entity required to be notified of the Project pursuant to AB 52. No response to the AB 52 consultation
letter was received by Imperial County.

4.2 Public Participation

4.2.1 Public Scoping

On March 4, 2022, a BLM press release was issued for the Project for a 30-day public scoping period,
whichendedon April4,2022. Six public scopingcomment letters werereceived, one from a federal agency
and five from public interest organizations. Issues identified during public scoping and internal scoping
were documented in the scoping report (BLM 2022) and included in this document for NEPA analysis
across the resources analyzed within Chapter 3. Overall, the majority of issues identified during public
scoping requested analysis of air quality and Project emissions; development of a broad range of action
alternatives, including alternatives for access and timing of the Project; measures to minimize impactsto
cultural resources and Tribal concems, and conducting Section 106 of the NHPA consultation with Tribes;
development of a clear purpose and need and the level of NEPA analysis for compliance with land use
plans; development of PDFs within the Plan for monitoring and exclusionary fencing to protect wildlife
species; and development of mitigation measures specifically for desert tortoise individuals and habitat.
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422 Public Comment Period

BLM Public Comment Period

The BLM held a 30-day public comment period from November 16, 2022 through December 16, 2022. A
virtual public meeting was held via Zoom Webinar on November 30, 2022. During this time, the document
was available on the BLM’s ePlanning website and public comments could be submitted through the
ePlanningwebsite, by email, by mail, or by faxto the BLM ECFO. The BLM received 373 public comment
letters during the comment period. Public comments received did not result in substantive revisionsto this
document. All public comments are included as Appendix | within a comment response matrix.

Imperial County Public Circulation Period

Imperial County presented the Project Initial Study results during an Environmental Evaluation Committee
(EEC) hearingon November 17,2022. The results of the EEC hearing led to the determination thatan MND
was the appropriate determination for the Project. Following the EEC hearing, Imperial County issued a
Notice of Intent to adopt an MND and held a public comment period beginning on December 15, 2022 and
concludedon January 20, 2023. Imperial County received two comment letters during the public circulation
period. Two of the comment letters submitted to the BLM under the public comment period discussed above
were submitted as joint NEPA and CEQA public comment letters to both the BLM and Imperial County.
A Public Planning Commission hearing is scheduled for September 13, 2023 to present the Project, provide
the results of the public comment responses, and certify the findings presented in the MND. All public
comments are included as Appendix | within a comment response matrix.

4.3 Preparation of This EA/IS

A complete list of preparersincluding from the BLM, Imperial County, and third-party NEPA and CEQA
contractors is provided as Appendix J.
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I. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

SMP Gold Corp. (SMP) proposes mineral exploration activities at the Oro Cruz Pit Area (the Project)
within lands administered by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), northwest of Yuma, Arizona,
in Imperial County, California. The Project is located on previously mined BLM lands within
Township 15 South, Range 20 East, Sections 1, 2, 12 and 13, and Township 15 South, Range 21 East,
Section 6, 7 and 18 (the Project Area, Figures 1 and 2) that are managed by the El Centro Field
Office. The Project Area has been previously disturbed by mining activities. Current surrounding land

uses include prospecting and recreation.

Activities would be conducted in accordance with BLM regulations published in the Code of Federal
Regulations (CFR) at 43 CFR part 3809 (BLM 2016). Pursuant to 43 CFR 3809.21 and 3809.301, the
Project would result in minor surface reworking of previously mined and disturbed areas, and
measures would be taken to prevent unnecessary or undue degradation during Project operations. The
Project would comply with the performance standards in 43 CFR 3809.420 and other Federal and
state laws related to environmental protection and protection of cultural resources, and the Project
would attain the stated level of protection and reclamation required by specific laws in the California
Desert Conservation Area. The Project Area occurs within the Picacho Area of Critical Environmental
Concern (ACEC) as designated under the Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan, and thus
requires a BLM Plan of Operations.

The Project is described in this Draft Exploration Plan of Operations (Plan).
2. CLAIMANT AND OPERATOR INFORMATION

Claimant:
Lincoln Gold US Corp.
912 N. Division Street
Carson City, Nevada 89703

ADGIS, Inc.
210 South Rock Blvd.
Reno, Nevada 89502

Operator:
SMP Gold Corp.
912 N. Division Street
Carson City, Nevada 89703



https://www.law.cornell.edu/definitions/index.php?width=840&height=800&iframe=true&def_id=169ce57e9491bc21fa74b2ee36158cc1&term_occur=999&term_src=Title:43:Subtitle:B:Chapter:II:Subchapter:C:Part:3800:Subpart:3809:Subjgrp:178:3809.301
https://www.law.cornell.edu/definitions/index.php?width=840&height=800&iframe=true&def_id=bf4ff03ce08b675ffbeced1a76d2ff78&term_occur=999&term_src=Title:43:Subtitle:B:Chapter:II:Subchapter:C:Part:3800:Subpart:3809:Subjgrp:178:3809.301
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Operator Employer Identification Number:
85-1734310

Contact:
David Tupper
Vice President - Exploration
Phone: 604-802-0334
Email: david@smp.gold

Drilling Contractor:
To be determined

Subject Claims:
See Table 1.

3. PROJECT AREA DESCRIPTION

The Project Area has been previously disturbed by significant mining activities. Current surrounding
land uses include prospecting and recreation. The Tumco Historic Mine is a historic and recreational
area managed by the BLM for uses such as hiking, prospecting, wildlife viewing, and photography

within western portions of the Project Area.

Soils on the site vary between rocky, hard-packed areas similar to desert pavement to pockets of loose
sand. Soils in and adjacent to the existing Oro Cruz mine site are disturbed. Within the Project Area,
elevations range from 600 feet (ft) above sea level (asl) to 800 ft asl. Vegetation within the Project
Area is sparse consisting of primarily Creosote Bush Series, and Sonoran Creosote Scrub (Brown and
Lowe 1994); dominant plant species include creosote bush (Larrea tridentata), burro bush (Ambrosia

dumosa) and numerous annual and perennial scrubs and grasses (Tetra Tech 2011).

The Project Area occurs within the Picacho ACEC. The BLLM’s goals for the management of this
ACEC are to enhance, protect and preserve the cultural and biological resources while providing
compatible recreational opportunities; and to maintain desert tortoise habitat connectivity between
the Chuckwalla Desert Wildlife Management/ACEC/Critical Habitat Units and high value climate
refugia for wildlife (BLM 2010).

4. PLANNED EXPLORATION PROGRAM

The Project consists of using existing access roads, constructing approximately 10,410 ft (2.0 miles)
of existing road improvements, approximately 6.2 miles of new 12-foot-wide temporary exploration
drilling access road, up to 8 helicopter landing pads, and 65 drill pads to support exploration in seven
Drill Areas; and constructing approximately 9,640 linear ft (1.8 miles)of new , 15-foot-wide access
road and 2.8-acre staging area for access to the Oro Cruz Portal on BLM lands (Figures 2, 3a and
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3b). The 2.8-acre staging area at the Oro Cruz Portal would be used for exploration within the
proposed Drill Areas and underground mine area and resources. The area would house a 1,000-gallon
diesel fuel tank and fueling station; helicopter landing area with 300-gallon Jet fuel tank and refueling
station; two diesel-powered generators (125 kW or equivalent); two portable compressors (375 Series
or equivalent); parking for access to the underground mine; small office and dry shop; and laydown
areas for exploration drilling (Figure 4). Access to the portal staging area would be gated to prevent

public access during Project implementation and reclamation.
4.1. SCHEDULE OF ACTIVITIES

The Project is proposed to begin upon completion of all BLM and Imperial County coordination,
permitting and bonding. The Project mobilization, road construction, drilling, and borehole
abandonment would be completed within 12 to 24 months. Activities at the Oro Cruz Mine Portal
and project drilling activities in Drill Area 1 would be implemented first. Drilling activities potentially
would be completed in up to two drill areas at once. Drill areas would be potentially revisited a second
and third time based on the findings. Project reclamation would be completed concurrently for
exploration drilling activities and monitoring for the success of reclamation of those areas would be
completed within 5 years of Project implementation. Activities at the portal staging area and access
route for underground investigations may extend beyond the 12- to 24- month exploration activities;
but reclamation and monitoring of those areas would also be completed within 5 years of Project

implementation.
4.2. ACCESS

Existing access roads would be used to the extent possible but some new access roads would be
required across BLM land (Figures 2 and 3a-3h). The existing access routes that would be used are
BLM-authorized routes. The proposed drill sites and new access roads would be mostly located within
previously mined and disturbed areas. Interstate 8 and Ogilby Road (State Route 34) and Gold Rock
Ranch Road are the primary roads that would be used for access (Figures 2 and 3a). Drilling
equipment would be trucked to one of two truck unload points and then would be mobilized to the
Drill Areas within the Project Area (Figures 2 and 3a). Equipment would be unloaded from low boys
onto the existing road at the unload points and no improvements are needed to accommodate the

unloading of equipment.

Access to the drill pads would be gained via existing and new roadways and via helicopter (AStar
AS350 B2 or similar) from the Yuma Airport. The exploration drilling aspects of the Project would
require approximately 10,410 ft (2.0 miles) of existing road improvements; approximately 32,740 ft
(6.2 miles) of new temporary access road construction; and the construction of up to 8 helicopter
landing pads (Figure 2 and 3a-3h). These new access roads would be used strictly for Project support

vehicles to access the exploration Drill Areas, and they would be signed as having limited access.
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The helicopter used for access to up to 8 drill pads would only be flown during daylight hours. The
helicopter would be used to transport the drilling equipment needed during drilling operations for up to
ten (10) trips per day for drilling crew member access and delivery of water, fuel, and drilling supplies.
Drilling operations would be conducted at each of the sites for 4 to 8 days, therefore a helicopter would
be in use on the project for up to 64 days. The helicopter would fly from Yuma Airport, approximately
20 miles east of the Project. The flight to and from the Project would be approximately 15 minutes in
duration. An additional designated helicopter landing and refueling area would be provided at the 2.8-

acre portal staging area.

Access to the Oro Cruz Portal would require the construction of 9,640 linear ft (1.8 miles) of new 15-
foot-wide road. The road would be secured from unauthorized access for the duration of activity at
the portal staging area while assuring access by BLM staff. A gate would be placed across the road

accompanied by proper deterrence on either side of the gate (i.e. fence, berm, or large boulder).

Reclamation would be implemented at the 2.8-acre portal staging area and all equipment would be
removed within the 5-year reclamation monitoring period. The portal staging area would be secured

with chain link fence and razor wire and locked during brief periods of non-operation.

Road construction would be conducted using a D8 Dozer (or equivalent). Vegetation disturbance
would be avoided to the maximum extent possible. No maintenance is planned for improved existing
roads, as they will only be used for 12 to 24 months during active drilling and then would be reclaimed.
Improvements would require selected stretches of existing access road to be bladed and cleared of
vegetation. Most of the existing roads in the Project Area are about 6 ft wide, so it is assumed that

road improvements would require approximately 6 ft of additional disturbance.

New access roads for exploration drilling would not disrupt the surface except where necessary to
gain safe access. These roads would be used temporarily for access to the drill sites and would require

a 12-foot width for access of drilling equipment.

Where needed to restrict access to Drill Areas 1 and 6, barriers constructed of onsite materials from
areas disturbed as part of the Project would be installed to prevent unauthorized vehicular traffic from
interfering with the reclamation of access roads and signs would be posted indicating these roads would
be for authorized use only. The conceptual locations of the planned safety barriers (or berms) are
depicted in Figures 3b and 3g. Berms would be 6 ft in height and placed along new access routes to
prevent the public from accessing the Drill Areas. Gold Rock Ranch Road is gated at its intersection
with Tumco Wash, so that gate will serve as the safety barrier to Drill Areas 2, 3, 4, 5, and 7. Road fill

will be stabilized and maintained during and following any construction to prevent any erosion.
4.3. VEHICLES AND EQUIPMENT

The proposed activities would be conducted using the following equipment (or similar):
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e AStar AS350 B2 Helicopter or similar (size = 40 by 11 ft; weight ~ 2,600 Ibs)

e LF-90D — Boart Longyear track-mounted drill rig (up to two rigs; size = 12 by 20 ft; weight ~
18,000 Ibs)

e Pipe truck (size = 10 by 35 ft; weight ~ 35,000 Ibs)

e CAT® bulldozer (size = D8, weight ~80,000 Ibs)

e Track hoe (weight ~30,000 Ibs)

e DPortable Water Tank (2,000 gallon; weight ~400 Ibs)

e Diesel Fuel Tank (1,000 gallon; weight ~1,500 Ibs)

e Above-Ground Jet fuel tank (300 gallon; weight ~500 Ibs)

e Excavator (Size = 200; weight ~52,000 lbs)

e Water trucks (two 1,000 gallon; weight ~50,000 Ibs each)

e Generators associated with drill rig (one 125 kW) and Oro Cruz Portal Staging Area (two
125 kW; weight ~13,000 Ibs each)

e Portable compressors (two 375 Series; weight ~4,500 lbs each)

e Support vehicles (approximately five one-ton vehicles)
4.4. DISTURBANCES ON PREVIOUSLY MINED LANDS

The access routes will be used by a track-mounted drill rig and support vehicles. The drill pads will
consist of an approximately 60-foot by 40-foot area that will be cleared to hold the drilling collar and
sumps for drilling mud (wastewater and fluid), along with all drilling equipment and personnel during
construction (Figure 5). The sumps would be approximately 12 ft by 12 ft and 6 ft deep, sloped

approximately 2:1 on one side to allow for wildlife access out of the sump, if needed.

Clearing activities would be conducted with a bulldozer, track hoe and hoe ram. The total surface

disturbance for the proposed activities is estimated at 20.5 acres on BLM lands (Table 1).
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Table I. Project Estimated Disturbance Area
Estimated Estimated Estimated
s Claims af A Impact by Impact by Impact Per
Activity Area (BLM Serial No.) 2 BT GG 17 Activity Activity Drill Area
(square feet) (Acres) (Acres)
Exploration Reverse Circulation (RC) or core drilling to
be conducted within 14 60-by-40-ft drill sites (Accessed 33,600 0.8
Hercules 7 (CAMC-79795) via Existing and New Roads)
Drill Area 1 Hercules 8 (CAMC-79796) Exploration core drilling to be conducted within 2 60-by- 4.800 01 1.9
Hercules 9 (CAMC-79797) 40-ft drill sites (Accessed via Helicopter) ’ ’
Approximately 3,500 linear ft of 12-foot-wide New 42.000 10
Temporary Exploration Drilling Access Road ’ '
Exploration RC or core drilling to be conducted within
Hercules 11 (CAMC-79799) 13 60-by-40-ft drill sites (Accessed via Existing and New 31,200 0.7
Hercules 12 (CAMC-79800) Roads)
) Hercules 28 (CAMC-79816) Exploration core drilling to be conducted within 2 60-by- 4.800 01
Drill Area 2 Hercules 29 (CAMC-79817) 40-ft drill sites (Accessed via Helicopter) ’ ) 3.8
Hercules 30 (CAMC-79818) > Hel Tine Pads (50-bo-50-1 =000 o1
Hercules 53 (CAMC-79818) elicopter Landing Pads (50-by-50-ft area) , .
OC 11 (CAMC-296330) Approximately 10,500 linear ft of 12-foot-wide New 126.000 2.9
Temporary Exploration Drilling Access Road ’ '
Exploration RC or core drilling to be conducted within 7
60-by-40-ft drill sites (Accessed via Existing and New 16,800 0.4
Hercules 54 (CAMC-79842) Roads)
) Hercules 55 (CAMC-79843) Exploration core drilling to be conducted within 3 60-by- 7200 0.2
Drill Area 3 OC 9 (CAMC- 296328) 40-ft drill sites (Accessed via Helicopter) ’ ) 1.8
SMP 1 (Not staked yet) - " 1 5 ;
SMP 2 (Not staked yet) 3 Helicopter Landing Pads (50-by-50-ft area) 7,500 0.2
Approximately 3,500 linear ft of 12-foot-wide New 42,000 10

Temporary Exploration Drilling Access Road
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Table I. Project Estimated Disturbance Area
Estimated Estimated Estimated
s Claims af A Impact by Impact by Impact Per
Activity Area (BLM Serial No.) 2 BT GG 17 Activity Activity Drill Area
(square feet) (Acres) (Acres)
OC 13 (CAMC-296332) Exploration RC or core drilling to be conducted within 4
OC 14 (CAMC-296333) 60-by-40-ft drill sites (Accessed via Existing and New 9,600 0.2
Drill Area 4 OC 15 (CAMC-296334) Roads) L
Hercules 32 (CAMC-79820) Approximately 3,500 linear ft of 12-foot-wide New 42,000 10
Hercules 33 (CAMC-79821) Temporary Exploration Drilling Access Road ’ '
Exploration RC or core drilling to be conducted within 2
60-by-40-ft drill sites (Accessed via Existing and New 4,800 0.1
Roads)
. Hercules 26 (CAMC-79814) Exploration core drilling to be conducted within 3 60-by- 7200 0.2
Drill Area 5 Hercules 27 (CAMC-79815) 40-ft drill sites (Accessed via Helicopter) ’ ) 1.2
3 Helicopter Landing Pads (50-by-50-ft area) 7,500 0.2
Approximately 2,700 linear ft of 12-foot-wide New 32,400 0.7
Temporary Exploration Drilling Access Road ’ '
Hercules 6 (CAMC-79794)
OC 55 (CAMC-297374) Exploration RC or core drilling to be conducted within 5 12,000 0.3
OC 57 (CAMC-297376) 60-by-40-ft drill sites (Accessed via new access road)
Deill Area 6 OC 58 (CAMC-297377) 08
il Area OC 59 (CAMC-297378) '
OC 60 (CAMC-297379) Approximately 1,800 linear ft of 12-foot-wide New 1,600 05

OC 61 (CAMC-297380)
OC 62 (CAMC-297381)

Temporary Exploration Drilling Access Road
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Table I. Project Estimated Disturbance Area
Estimated Estimated Estimated
aq Claims e . Impact by Impact by Impact Per
Activity Area (BLM Serial No.) 2 T GG 7 Activity Activity Drill Area
(square feet) (Acres) (Acres)
Hercules 10 (CAMC-79798) Exploration RC or core drilling to be conducted within
Hercules 11 (CAMC-79799) 10 60-by-40-ft drill sites (Accessed via Existing and New 24,000 0.6
Drill Area 7 Hercules 12 (CAMC-79800) Roads) 2.5
OC 48 (CAMC-296367) Approximately 7,000 linear ft of 12-foot-wide New 84.000 19
OC 49 (CAMC-296368) Temporary Exploration Drilling Access Road ’ '
SMP 1 (Not staked yet)
SMP 2 (Not staked yet)
OC 9 (CAMC- 296328)
OC 13 (CAMC-296332)
EXISdUng Access 1OC 14 (CAMC-296333) Approximately 10,410 ft (2.0 miles) of existing road
(Ioa 1‘S ent Hercules 10 (CAMC-79798) improvements; Assumes an additional 6 ft of disturbance 62,460 14 NA
R‘;@;ﬁj o | Hereules 11 (CAMC-79799) would be added to the width of the existing roads.
Hercules 12 (CAMC-79800)
Hercules 26 (CAMC-79814)
Hercules 55 (CAMC-79843)
Hercules 31 (CAMC-79819)
See Drill Area 6
OC 64 (CAMC-297383) ) ) ) )
New Access to OC 66 (CAMC-297385) Approximately 9,640 linear ft (1.8 miles) of 15-foot-wide 144.600 33 NA
Oro Cruz Portal New Portal Access Road ’
OC 68 (CAMC-297387)
OC 93 (CAMC-297934)
Access, fueling station, staging and parking to support the
Hercules 7 (CAMC.79795 exploration of the underground resource accessible
Oro Cruz Portal ereuies ( M- ) through the Oro Cruz Portal 121.970 2.8 NA
Staging Area Hercules 8 (CAMC-79796) ’ '
Approximately 2.8-acre staging area in at the entrance of
the Oro Cruz Portal
TOTAL 895,030 20.5
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4.5. DRILLING ACTIVITY

Sixty-five (65) boreholes would be completed using reverse circulation or core techniques. The
boreholes would be placed within seven Drill Areas (depicted in Figures 2 and 3a-3h). The
anticipated maximum depth for the boreholes is approximately 800 ft. Drilling would be accomplished
with a track-mounted rig. Any water encountered or generated by drilling will be fully contained within
the drill sumps and removed, if required, to be recirculated for use in the drilling process or hauled

away. The sumps will be backfilled once all water is evaporated.

A drill rig would operate on a 12- or 24-hour-per-day schedule (12 hours per shift) for 12 to 24
months. Once a hole is completed, the drillers would abandon the hole before moving to the next

hole. There would only be two drill rigs in operation at a time within the Project Area.

Each drill site requires an approximately 60-by-40-foot drill pad that will encompass approximately
0.06 acres of disturbed area. A typical layout of a road-accessed drill site is provided in Figure 5. The
drill sites would include sumps for drilling water and muds along with all drilling equipment and
personnel during construction, portable toilet, and additional parking areas for support trucks and a

water truck. The sumps would be approximately 12 ft by 12 ft and 6 ft deep.

Drill sites requiring access by helicopter would be cleared by hand where required and would require
a drill area that is a maximum 60-by-40-feet in area. The drill rigs that would be used (LF-90D — Boart
Longyear drill rig or similar) are unitized to enable disassembly. The helicopter would be used to
complete the heavy lifts and to deliver the drilling rig components in sequence on a long-line lanyard
for reassembly at each site. A steel skid would be placed directly on the ground surface if a level drill
site can be established using hand tools. If additional leveling is required, 10-inch by 10-inch timbers
would be used to create a temporary cribbing structure for the skid set to sit on. The cribbing will not
exceed 4 ft in height at the low elevation points of the drill site. The cribbing will be fastened together
using steel spikes and fully disassembled and removed upon completion of each drill hole. Helicopter-
accessed drill sites would include all drilling equipment and personnel during construction and
operation, and two hand dug sumps (maximum 12-ft by 12-ft in area) on the downslope sidehill. A
portable toilet would be provided at each site. No support trucks or water trucks would be provided
at the helicopter-accessed sites. Helicopter-accessed sites would be accessed only by helicopter and
cleared entirely by hand. Water, fuel and supplies needed for the drilling process would be delivered
by helicopter. Where necessary, daily crew changes would be done by helicopter.
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4.6. WATER MANAGEMENT

Water for drilling and dust suppression would be provided by the drilling company via a water truck.
SMP would likely procure water from Gold Rock Ranch and/or Yuma. It is anticipated that two
1,000-gallon water trucks would be required onsite each day. A 2,000-gallon portable water storage
tank would also be kept onsite for drilling and dust suppression (Figure 4).

Water would be needed during the drilling process, and the drill holes are expected to produce water
during the drilling process. Water would come into contact with bentonite drilling mud and ground
rock at depth. Water would be managed and handled at each drill site after it is pumped out of the
hole either by recirculating it for use in the drilling process, by removing the water and hauling it away,
or by evaporation and allowing solids to settle out in excavated mud pits or sumps at the drill site. The
sumps would be backfilled after evaporation. There would be no discharges outside the drill site or in
surface tributaries, and no pollutants would be discharged in accordance with Clean Water Act

requirements. Activities would be in compliance with applicable state and federal laws.

Upon completion of the exploration, the exploratory drill holes would be sealed and abandoned in
compliance with the most current edition of State Water Resources Control Board Bulletin #74-81
and #74-90. SMP would coordinate with Imperial County Planning and Development Services
Department to obtain appropriate permitting for the exploration Project.

4.7. HAZARDOUS AND SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT

No hazardous substances would be used in the drilling program and no hazardous wastes would be

generated by the Project.

Fuel and lubricants would be stored in a reservoir to prevent any leakage. During drilling operations, the
drill rig would be parked on top of plastic sheeting overlain by absorbent clay or shale (i.e., Oil-Dri, or
“kitty litter”).

Trash generated by the contractors would be collected in appropriate containers and removed as
required from the Project Area. Project-related refuse would be hauled to an authorized landfill for

disposal in accordance with applicable laws and regulations. No refuse would be disposed onsite.
4.8. SPILL CONTINGENCY PLAN

SMP would have two fuel tanks onsite that would contain no more than 1,000 gallons of diesel fuel

and 300 gallons of Jet fuel, respectively (Figure 4).

To prevent the spread of any accidental leakage in storage, fuel and lubricants would be stored in a

shallow (4-inch depth), 10-foot by 10-foot lined reservoir at each drill site and in an approximately 6-inch
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deep, 20-foot by 40-foot lined reservoir at the fueling station. During drilling operations, the drill rig
would be parked on top of plastic sheeting. A spill prevention kit would be stored on site consisting of
an oil-only absorbent mat material (i.e., PIG ® adsorbent mat pad) and absorbent clay or shale (i.e., Oil-
Dri, or “kitty litter””). The volume of absorbent that would be kept onsite for potential spills is estimated
to be 50 gallons at each active drill site and 100 gallons at the fueling station. Since there will be, at most,

2 active drill sites at one time the estimated volume of absorbent onsite is 200 gallons.

A Spill Contingency Plan would be prepared to describe the procedures followed by SMP and their
contractors to prevent, control, and mitigate releases of oil and petroleum products to the
environment within the Project Area. The following proposed spill prevention, control and

countermeasures would be implemented:

e Fueling would be performed on a 20-ft by 40-ft plastic sheeting over an approximately 6-inch
deep reservoir. The fueling area would be sloped gently to one corner with a small sump to
contain any accidental releases of fuel.

e Equipment servicing would be performed within the fueling area or on plastic sheeting within
the drill sites.

e A standard procedure fueling and servicing would be performed at the designated fueling
stations and drill sites; however, equipment may need to be serviced at times elsewhere within
the Project Area, and spill protection measures would be implemented.

e Diesel fuel is a major consumable for the mine equipment. Diesel fuel is available from local
suppliers and would be received in tank trucks. The Project would receive and unload diesel
to the onsite storage tank.

e Diesel fuel would be offloaded using drip-less connections in a contained area to eliminate
spillage contamination. The off-loading sites would be designed to drain into the main storage
site containment and have a spill response kit containing booms, and clean-up materials to
ensure that any off-containment spillage is immediately contained and cleaned.

e A small spill response trailer would be maintained in the Project Area to clean-up any spills.

e Inspections of fuel valves and other inlets and outlets as well as secondary containment would
be made daily.

e All site personnel that would be involved in fuel-handling would be trained in the operation
and maintenance of equipment to prevent discharges.

e The 1,300-gallon fuel tank would be secured and locked during times when SMP personnel
and contractors are not on site.

e Berms and protective barriers would be placed around the fuel tank to prevent accidental or

malicious damage by vehicles or equipment.
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4.9. FIRE PREVENTION PLAN AND PUBLIC SAFETY

SMP would implement site-specific fire prevention/protection actions. At a minimum these actions
would include designating Project fire coordinators, providing adequate fire suppression equipment

(including in vehicles), and establishing emergency response information relevant to the Project Area.

SMP would have a 2,000-gallon portable water storage tank onsite for dust suppression that would
also be available to assist in firefighting operations (Figure 4). SMP would ensure that all mobile
equipment be equipped with fire extinguishers, hand tools, and first aid kits.

In the event of an initial, small fire that does not create enough smoke, flame, and heat to prevent
fighting the fire using a hand-held fire extinguisher or a small water hose, and providing no one would
be endangered, SMP personnel and/or contractors would use make a reasonable effort to extinguish
the fire. If two or more people are present, one would fight the fire while one reports to 911 the size,
type, and location in the event the fire grows out of control. Personnel would not directly engage any
fire which is beyond the incipient stage, i.e., a fire which has progressed to the point it has substantially

involved any structure/equipment.

Planning and prevention of fires is also managed through the appropriate handling and storage of
fuels, inspections and recordkeeping, spill prevention and response procedures, proper use of safety

equipment, resource management training, and fire prevention training.

SMP will coordinate with local law enforcement and fire departments to provide 24-hour access as

needed for emergency response.

Cellular telephone service is generally available within the Project Area site for emergency and other
communications. A satellite phone would also be made available in case of emergencies. Contractors
would be trained in proper emergency response, incident reporting, and general health and safety

issues. All equipment would be maintained in a safe and orderly manner.
4.10. PLAN FOR INTERIM CURTAILMENT

This plan for interim curtailment describes the procedures that SMP will implement to prevent
unnecessary or undue degradation of BLM lands in the event of a temporary suspension of the Project.
These procedures are intended to provide for public safety and environmental protection, while

facilitating resumption of operations when appropriate.

SMP will implement the following procedures as appropriate in the event of a curtailment.

o Measures to monitor the Project: SMP would designate a field contact representative (FCR) to

conduct routine maintenance and inspections and maintain compliance with requirements in
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environmental permits and this Plan. Monitoring would be conducted monthly or periodically

as needed based on communications with BLM and Imperial County.

o Measures to stabilize excavations: Excavations anywhere within the Project will be stabilized by
preventing stormwater erosion of or excessive run-on into these features. Sediment control
structures could include, but not be limited to fabric and/or hay bale filter fences, siltation or
filter berms, and downgradient drainage channels in order to prevent unnecessary or undue

degradation.

o Measures to maintain the Project in a safe condition: Public access will be controlled by signing,
fencing, gates, or berms to warn the public of hazards associated with the Project area. All
equipment, facilities and fuels would be removed from the site or secured at the Portal Staging

Area, which would be fenced and locked to prevent access.

5. ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION MEASURES
5.1. PREVENTION OF UNNECESSARY OR UNDUE DEGRADATION

SMP would prevent unnecessary or undue degradation of public lands by complying with the
performance standards found in 43 CFR § 3809.415 and 3809.420, as applicable. SMP would comply
with BLM’s terms and conditions related to the specific mining and reclamation activities and with

other federal and state laws related to environmental protection and protection of cultural resources.

SMP would commit to the following environmental protection measures to prevent unnecessary or
undue degradation during project activities. The measures are derived from the general requirements
established in 43 CFR § 3809.420, as applicable, as well as other federal and state water and air quality

regulations.
5.2. SURFACE WATER AND GROUNDWATER

Surface water within the Project Area consists of stormwater runoff within natural ephemeral
drainages. The Project will comply with all applicable regulations relating to hydrology and water
quality. SMP would obtain coverage for the Project under a CGP pursuant to CGP Regulation
(NPDES No. CAS000002; SWRCB Order No. 2009-0009-DWQ amended by 2010-0014-DWQ &
2012-0006-DWQ), if required. The Project may be located in an area that is not hydrologically
connected to waters of the U.S., and would be therefore, eligible for a Notice of Non-Applicability
(NONA) in the Statewide Stormwater Industrial General Permit IGP).

Best Management Practices (BMPs) would be installed to manage disturbed surfaces. Sediment control
structures could include, but not be limited to fabric and/or hay bale filter fences, siltation or filter berms,

and downgradient drainage channels in order to prevent unnecessary or undue degradation.
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Water used for dust control will be kept to a practicable minimum in order to minimize the risk of
water runoff, and any water runoff will be managed so to not cause downstream erosion or flooding

nor cause an exceedance of applicable water quality standards.

Only minor servicing of mobile equipment (greasing and periodic fueling) would be conducted on
BLM lands, limiting the potential for diesel fuel spills. Spill response kits would be maintained to
ensure that pollutants are prevented from entering into washes. Any pollutants generated by Project

activities would be properly disposed of in accordance with applicable regulations.
The Project does not trigger any waste discharge requirements under Title 27, CCR, Section 20005 et seq.
5.3. EROSION AND SEDIMENT CONTROL

Prior to commencement of operations, site-specific stormwater and erosion control BMP’s will be
implemented on an as needed basis. BMPs to be implemented onsite may include, but are not limited
to, the following: specific prohibitions, effluent limitations, potential contaminant source
identification, practices to reduce pollutants, assessment of pollutant sources, materials inventory,
preventative maintenance program, spill prevention and response procedures, general storm water

BMPs, training, record keeping, sampling procedures and a description of the monitoring program.

Table 2 summarizes the potential erosion control BMPs that would be implemented as part of the

Project.
Table 2. Summary of Erosion BMPs
Industrial Potential Required Equipment &
. . . BMPs Implemented B quip
Activity/Material Pollutants Tools
Erosion control; Sediment Silt fencing and fiber rolls.
Site Preparation Sediment control; Stormwater Mobile equipment for berm
and/or containment. maintenance as needed.
Expl.or.atory Wind erosion control; Erosion
Drilling Dust control; Sediment control; Water truck; Soil binders.

Tracking control.

Oil & Grease Good housekeeping; Spill

Equipment and prevention & maintenance; Covered trash bin; Spill kit;
) Hydrocarbons .
Vebhicle Interior berms as needed to Bulldozer for berm
. Gross Pollutants | . . .
Maintenance direct surface flows to pit; maintenance.

Trace Metals

Secondary containment.

No stockpiling of material is anticipated other than for temporary storage as may be necessary. For
example, temporary stockpiles may be formed when developing the access roads and/or individual

drill pads. If needed, additional BMPs (e.g., berms, sandbags, fiber rolls, or silt fencing, etc.) will be
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installed to ensure sediment does not inadvertently erode into adjacent areas during a large storm

event.

Due to the existing topography and the proposed design of the access roads and drill pads, stormwater
runoff and sediment erosion from the Project Area is considered unlikely. Development of the Project
would not add any paving or impervious surface areas. Due to site topography and design, and
through the implementation of BMPs, the chances of dischatge, erosion, and/or sedimentation from

the Project Area that could adversely impact adjacent properties is considered very low.
5.4. AIR QUALITY

Air quality impacts associated with the Project would be primarily from fugitive dust generation by
vehicles and equipment during operations and from vehicle and drill powerplant emissions. Road dust
emissions and tailpipe emissions from drilling activities and vehicle travel along the access roads have
the potential to release regulated pollutants. The Project would comply with applicable State of
California and Imperial County Air District rules for fugitive dust emissions and greenhouse gas

emissions.
5.5. SoLID WASTES

SMP would properly dispose of waste oil, other related fluids, filters, oily rags, etc. in appropriate
disposal locations. Litter and trash generated by the contractors would be collected in appropriate
containers and removed as required from the Site. Project-related refuse would be hauled to an

authorized landfill for disposal. No refuse would be disposed onsite.

Portable toilet facilities provided for the duration of the Project would be maintained by contractors
and accumulated human waste would periodically be collected and transported to an approved

disposal site. No waste would be buried on site.
5.6. BIoOLOGICAL RESOURCES

A biological resources assessment was conducted by Tetra Tech, Inc. within the Project Area in
October 2011, and concluded that desert tortoise (Gopherus agassizii) has some potential to occur within
the Project Area (Tetra Tech 2011). Known observations of desert tortoise in the general vicinity of
the Project Area are not recent (1988-2005) and are primarily from desert wash habitat with little
disturbance (BLM 2018), significantly different than the Project Area, which is on previously mined
areas and associated access roads. The nearest designated critical habitat is approximately 10 miles
from the Project Area. As provided in the measures below, adverse impacts to tortoise would be
avoided. It was also determined that the Gila woodpecker (Melanerpes uropygialis), a state-listed
endangered species may occur in the Project Area but that was determined to be unlikely due to the
lack of large trees in this area (Tetra Tech 2011).
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Given the following, no designated or proposed threatened or endangered species or designated or
proposed critical habitat listed under the Endangered Species Act are expected to be adversely
impacted by the Project.

1. To the extent possible, the Project would be completed outside the tortoise active season
(March 15-November 1), between November 2 and March 14.

2. The Project would result in limited surface disturbance,
Project impacts would occur on previously disturbed areas,

4. The exploration drilling portion of the Project is short term, and would be conducted within
a period of 12 to 24 months,

5. Measures are proposed to avoid and limit effects to wildlife and vegetation,

Similarly, because of the items identified above, the proposed exploration activities are not expected
to result in adverse impacts to BLM-sensitive species that may be present in the area that would lead

towards loss of viability or a trend towards listing.

Due to the limited scope and duration of the Project, it is recommended that potential impacts to

sensitive species habitats be avoided using measures identified below.

1. Prior to Project activities, pre-construction tortoise surveys shall be conducted by a BLM-
approved Qualified Biologist within the area to be disturbed plus a 500-foot buffer, focusing
on areas that could provide suitable burrow or cover sites, such as dry washes with caliche. A
subsequent survey shall be conducted by a Qualified Biologist within 24 hours of the
commencement of surface disturbance activities (should Project activities occur between
March 15 and November 1). Burrows will be flagged such that they will be avoided by Project
activities.

2. A BLM-Qualified Biologist will be onsite during the initial activities or mobilization (should
Project activities occur between March 15 and November 1).

3. All surface disturbing activity shall be limited to the land area essential for the Project. In
determining these limits, consideration shall be given to topography, public health and safety,
placement of facilities, and other limiting factors. Work area boundaries shall be appropriately
marked to minimize disturbance. All workers shall strictly limit their activities and vehicles to
the areas marked. All workers shall be trained to recognize work area markers and to
understand equipment movement restrictions.

4. All workers, including all construction and drilling contractor personnel, and others who
implement Project activities would be given special instruction, which would include training
on distribution, general behavior and ecology, protection afforded by State and Federal
endangered species acts (including prohibitions and penalties), and procedures for reporting

encounters, and the importance of following the protection measures. The education program
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10.

may consist of a class or video presented by a BLM-approved Qualified Biologist. The
presentation to be used would be reviewed and approved by a BLM biologist.
All personnel would be notified that the desert tortoise is a species listed as threatened under
the Endangered Species Act and protected by State and Federal law. Fines can be as high as
$50,000 and/or one year in prison for violations.
Personnel would be notified that desert tortoises are not to be handled, fed, or harassed in any
way. If encountered, tortoises will be allowed space and time to move from the area on their
own volition.
Personnel who attend tortoise training will sign an attendance sheet, which would be
submitted to the BLM for their information. Should BLM staff inspect the site during
construction activities, workers onsite should be able to provide proof of tortoise training (a
hard hat sticker is recommended for this purpose).
SMP would designate a field contact representative (FCR) who will be responsible for
overseeing compliance with protective stipulations for the desert tortoise and for coordination
on compliance with the BLM. The FCR must be onsite during all Project activities (should
Project activities occur between March 15 and November 1). The FCR would have the
authority to halt Project activities that are in violation of the stipulations. The FCR would have
a copy of all stipulations when work is being conducted on the site. The FCR may be a crew
chief or field supervisor, a project manager, any other employee of the project proponent, or
a BLM-approved Authorized Biologist Any incident occurring during project activities which
is considered by the biological monitor to be in non-compliance with the mitigation plan shall
be documented immediately by the biological monitor. The FCR shall ensure that appropriate
corrective action is taken. Corrective actions shall be documented by the monitor. The
following incidents shall require immediate cessation of the construction activities causing the
incident, including:

a) imminent threat of injury or death to a desert tortoise;

b) unauthorized handling of a desert tortoise, regardless of intent;

c) operation of construction equipment or vehicles outside a project area cleared of desert

tortoise, except on designated roads, and

d) conducting any construction activity without a biological monitor where one is required.

If a tortoise is encountered during construction activities, work would be halted in proximity
to the tortoise until an on-call BLM-approved Authorized Biologist can move the animal from
harm’s way, or until the desert tortoise leaves of its own accord.

Where possible, motor vehicle access would be limited to maintained roads and designated
routes. All vehicle tracks that might encourage public use would be reclaimed after Project-
specific use. Barriers would be installed to prevent unauthorized vehicular traffic and signs

would be posted indicating these roads would be for authorized use only.
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11. The following requirements apply to vehicle use:

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

a) Speed Limits: Vehicle speed within Project area, along right-of-way maintenance roads
and on routes designated for limited use shall not exceed 20 miles per hour. Speed limits
shall be clearly marked by the proponent, and workers shall be made aware of these
limits.

b) Tortoises Under Vehicles: Vehicles parked in desert tortoise habitat would be inspected
immediately prior to being moved. The practice of placing an orange cone by the driver
side door will be used as a reminder to check for tortoise before re-entering and moving
the vehicle. If a tortoise is found beneath a vehicle, a BLM-approved Authorized
Biologist would be contacted to move the animal from harm’s way, or the vehicle shall

not be moved until the desert tortoise leaves of its own accord.

Access roadside signs depicting a picture of desert tortoise will be posted to remind workers

of the potential presence of tortoise within the Project Area.

Project maintenance and construction, stockpiles of excavated materials, equipment storage,
and vehicle parking shall be limited to existing disturbed areas wherever possible. Should use
of existing disturbed areas prove infeasible, any new disturbance shall be confined to the
smallest practical area, considering topography, placement of facilities, location of burrows or
vegetation, public health and safety, and other limiting factors. Special habitat features,
particularly tortoise burrows, shall be flagged by the Qualified Biologist so that they may be

avoided by installation equipment and during placement of poles and anchors.

All trash and food items generated by construction and maintenance activities shall be
promptly contained and regulatly removed from the project site to reduce the attractiveness
of the area to common ravens and other desert predators. Portable toilets shall be provided

on site if appropriate.

Feeding of wildlife and/or leaving of food or trash as an attractive nuisance to wildlife is
prohibited. Particular attention will be paid to “micro-trash” (including such small items as
screws, nuts, washers, nails, coins, rags, small electrical components, small pieces of plastic,
glass or wire, and any debris or trash that is colorful or shiny). All trash and food items shall
be promptly contained within closed, wildlife-proof containers. These shall be regularly
removed from the project site to reduce the attractiveness of the area to ravens and other
predators.

Domestic pets are prohibited on site. This prohibition does not apply to the use of domestic
animals that may be used to aid in official and approved monitoring procedures/protocols, or
service animals under Titles II and III of the Americans with Disabilities Act.

Injury: Should any desert tortoise be injured or killed, all activities shall be halted, and the
Authorized Biologist immediately contacted. The biologist shall have the responsibility for

determining whether the animal should be transported to a veterinarian for care, which is paid




SMP Gold Corp.
BLM Exploration Plan of Operations Sixth Revision, January 30, 2023
for the Existing Oro Cruz Pit Area Page 19

for by the project proponent, if involved. If the animal recovers, USFWS is to be contacted

to determine the final disposition of the animal; few injured desert tortoises are returned to
the wild.

5.7. CULTURAL RESOURCES

WestLand Resources, Inc. (WestLand) conducted a cultural resources assessment within the Project
Area, where two cultural resources inventory projects have been previously conducted (WestLand
2020). Eight known historic resources are located within the Project Area. The records search indicates
all eight of the historic resources within the Project Area are related to and are located within the
current boundaty of the Hedges/Tumco Historic Townsite. No prehistoric archaeological sites have
been previously identified within the Project Area. However, previous studies have documented late
nineteenth—century Native American Quechan buff ware ceramics in other portions of the larger
townsite (Burney et al. 1993:B.8).

The results of the records search indicate that the prehistoric resources within the Project Area are
within the geographic area previously described by Imperial County for the Keruk/Xam Kwatcan
Trail Landscape (Imperial County 2015). Additionally, the results of the records search from the
Native American Heritage Commission Sacred Lands Search (NAHC SLF) indicate that further tribal
consultation, particularly with the Quechan Tribe of the Fort Yuma Reservation, may be required as
part of additional data-gathering efforts for identifying cultural resources that could be affected by the
proposed Project (WestLand 2020).

Given the nature of the previous research in the Project Area, SMP plans to retain a qualified
archaeologist to conduct cultural resources inventory in all areas that will be potentially affected by
surface disturbance associated with the Project to identify any historic resources present on the surface
and areas that may be sensitive to intact buried cultural deposits. This type of inventory will collect
precise locational data on the resources present and allow SMP to incorporate avoidance measures.
Additionally, SMP proposes to prepare and implement a tribal engagement plan with the Native
American Heritage Commission and the Quechan Tribe of the Fort Yuma Reservation regarding the

Project.

All ground-disturbing activities have the potential to unearth archaeological sites or human remains
and that all such discoveties on federal lands will be treated in accordance with the Native American
Graves and Repatriation Act (25 USC 30001-3013).

6. RECLAMATION PLAN

The intent of the California Surface Mining and Reclamation Act (SMARA) is to "maintain an effective

and comprehensive surface mining and reclamation policy with regulation of surface mining
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operations so as to assure that: (a) adverse environmental effects are prevented or minimized and that
mined lands are reclaimed to a usable condition which is readily adaptable for alternative uses; (b) the
production and conservation of aggregates are encouraged, while giving consideration to values
relating to recreation, watershed, wildlife, range and forage, and aesthetic enjoyment; and ( ¢) residual
hazards to the public health and safety are eliminated" (Section 2712)." Article 9, Section 3700 of
SMARA states the following: "Reclamation of mined lands shall be implemented in conformance with

standards in this Article. The standards shall apply to each surface mining operation to the extent that:

e They are consistent with required mitigation identified in conformance with CEQA; and

e They are consistent with the planned or actual subsequent use or uses of the site."

Section 6 herein describes the Reclamation Plan for reclaiming land disturbed by exploration drilling
within the Project Area, as required under SMARA. This Reclamation Plan addresses the reclamation

activities that will be undertaken following completion of the exploratory drilling, in conformance
with SMARA.

6.1. PURPOSE, APPROACH, AND SCHEDULE

The anticipated post-Project land uses are mining, recreational uses, and open space. Following the
completion of all drilling, solids and desiccated drilling muds that have been contained in the sump
would be treated by evaporation and by allowing solids to settle out in excavated mud pits or sumps
at the drill site. The sumps would then be backfilled. The drilling muds that would be used do not
contain toxic or deleterious materials. The proposed drilling mud material data sheets could be
provided to BLM upon request. The inert drilling mud materials would be disposed of in accordance
with applicable state and federal regulations. The drill site, mud pits, and outer berm would then be
returned to natural grade with a track hoe using rocks and soil set aside during site construction and

mud pit excavation.

Water bars and erosion-control features would be repaired and constructed as necessary. All

equipment and supporting structures would be removed from BLM lands.

Upon completion of the exploration, the exploratory drill holes would be sealed and abandoned in
compliance with the most current edition of State Water Resources Control Board Bulletin #74-81
and #74-90. This would include backfilling with onsite materials, sealing with bentonite clay; and
covering with a 2- to 3-foot mound of onsite material. Drilling and drill hole abandonment would be
conducted in accordance with SMARA, Public Resources Code Sections 2710 et seq. and its
regulations at 14 California Code of Regulations Section 3500 et seq.

Consistent with the H-3809-1 Surface Management Handbook (BLLM 2012), this Reclamation Plan
would be updated or appended to reflect other agency permits or authorizations, final designs, or

certain stipulations, as more specific and detailed plans become available.
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Project reclamation for drilling activities and monitoring for the success of reclamation would be

completed within 5 years of Project implementation.

A reclamation cost estimate would be submitted to BLM upon approval of the Final Plan in
accordance with 43 CFR 3809.401(d).

6.2. REMOVAL OF EQUIPMENT AND FACILITIES

Generally, the strategy for reclamation and closure of equipment and facilities would include:

e Removing temporary instrumentation and equipment, utilities, and unneeded access roads;
and

e Reclaiming disturbed sutfaces by ripping and/or covering and reseeding.
6.3. RoAD CLOSURE

The main entrance road would remain in use during the post-closure period to provide access for post

closure land uses, including reclamation work and monitoring.

Closure of roads that are not needed for post-closure access would involve demolishing fill while
maintaining satisfactory drainage. Roads not needed for post-closure access would be reclaimed. The
abandoned road surfaces would be scarified by ripping, if necessary. Where needed, rock or earthen
berms and water bars would be placed to prevent vehicular access and reduce erosion. The road

corridors would be reclaimed by treatment with a mulch/seed mix to promote revegetation.
6.4. REVEGETATION

Reclaimed areas would be revegetated with a BLM-approved seed mix. These areas would be
revegetated after cover placement and at the appropriate time of the year for optimum seed

germination and plant growth.
6.4.1. Growth Media

Generally, initial seedbed preparation on flatter surfaces would include ripping or discing the surface
along contours. Conventional seeding techniques (including drill and broadcast) would be used as
appropriate depending on soil/cover characteristics and landform. Hydroseed, hydromulch, and
tackifier may be used on slopes that are not suitable for conventional seeding. Mulch may be applied

to minimize erosion and promote moisture retention where appropriate.
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6.4.2. Seed Mix

Revegetation would require site-appropriate, BLM-approved native seed mixtures. A diverse native
plant community would be targeted through the definition of seed mixtures and application rates. The
seed mix list would be reviewed before revegetation activities are initiated to confirm the availability
of the seeds, and the list would be adjusted as needed. The seed mix and mulch materials would be

certified by the revegetation contractor to be relatively weed free.

The proposed native seed mixture will consist of the following: creosotebush (Larrea tridentata),
burrobush (Awbrosia dumosa), brittlebush (Encelia farinosa), desert spineflower (Geraea canescens),
turtleback (Psathyrotes ramosissima), torget-me-not (Cryptantha spp.), and hairy prairie clover (Dalea
mollis). Seeds will be purchased and mixed in equal quantities and will be hand broadcasted at

approximately 10 pounds per acre.

The seed mix would be designed to meet the following criteria:

e Native non-invasive species that have a high compatibility with the existing landscape;

e Species and plant type diversity to promote a sustainable vegetative cover throughout the
seasonal changes and other climate related variances; and

e Species and plant type diversity to promote a variety of germination periods and seasonal

growth.
7. MONITORING PLAN

The scale of the Project is relatively small, affecting approximately only 21 acres of BLM lands. The
Project poses relatively low risks of environmental impacts and would not require extensive
monitoring at closure. Reclamation would occur concurrently with the Project implementation; once
access is no longer required by SMP, the Project Area would be reclaimed and revegetated. The
reclaimed and revegetated Project Area would be monitored and maintained annually in late Spring or

early Summer for 3 years to ensure that vegetation is established, and reclaimed areas are stable.

As described in detail in Section 5.6 (Biological Resources), Project activities will be monitored to
avold potential impacts to sensitive species habitats (particularly Mojave Desert tortoise habitat)
should Project activities occur between March 15 and November 1 (the active Mojave Desert tortoise
season). Pre-construction tortoise surveys shall be conducted by a BLM-approved Qualified Biologist
within the area to be disturbed plus a 500-foot buffer, and a BLM-Qualified Biologist will be onsite
during the initial activities or mobilization. In addition, SMP would designate a FCR who will be
responsible for overseeing compliance with protective stipulations for the desert tortoise and for
coordination on compliance with the BLM. The FCR must be onsite during all Project activities
(should Project activities occur between March 15 and November 1).




SMP Gold Corp.
BLM Exploration Plan of Operations Sixth Revision, January 30, 2023
for the Existing Oro Cruz Pit Area Page 23

As described in Section 5.7 (Cultural Resources), SMP will avoid impacts to cultural resources and
engage in consultation with the Native American Heritage Commission and the Quechan Tribe of the

Fort Yuma Reservation regarding the Project.
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Appendix B: Conservation Management Actions



LUPA Wide
Category CMA #

CMA Text Applicability

Explanation: Why CMA is not applicable

Comments

Biological Resources LUPA-BIO-1

Conduct a habitat assessment (see Glossary of Terms) of Focus and BLM Special Status Species’ suitable habitat for all activities and identify Yes
and/or delineate the DRECP vegetation types, rare alliances, and special features (e.g., Aeolian sand transport resources, Joshua tree,

microphyll woodlands, carbon sequestration characteristics, seeps, climate refugia) present using the most current information, data sources,

and tools (e.g., DRECP land cover mapping, aerial photos, DRECP species models, and reconnaissance site visits) to identify suitable habitat (see
Glossary of Terms) for Focus and BLM Special Status Species. If required by the relevant species specific CMAs, conduct any subsequent

protocol or adequate presence/absence surveys to identify species occupancy status and a more detailed mapping of suitable habitat to inform
siting and design considerations. If required by relevant species specific CMAs, conduct analysis of percentage of impacts to suitable habitat

and modeled suitable habitat.

e BLM will not require protocol surveys in sites determined by the designated biologist to be unviable for occupancy of the species, or if
baseline studies inferred absence during the current or previous active season.

Utilize the most recent and applicable assessment protocols and guidance documents for vegetation types and jurisdictional waters and
wetlands that have been approved by BLM, and the appropriate responsible regulatory agencies, as applicable.

A habitat assessment was conducted during the 2021 biological survey and the resulting report was approved by the BLM. The
Biological Resources Assessment is included within Appendix E of the EA and is on file with the BLM El Centro Field Office. Further
mitigation would not be necessary in addition to the PDFs and an additional habitat assessment would not be required as it was
already conducted; therefore this CMA would not be required to be implemented.

LUPA-BIO-2

Designated biologist(s) (see Glossary of Terms), will conduct, and oversee where appropriate, activity-specific required biological monitoring Yes
during pre-construction, construction, and decommissioning to ensure that avoidance and minimization measures are appropriately

implemented and are effective. The appropriate required monitoring will be determined during the environmental analysis and BLM approval
process. The designated biologist(s) will submit monitoring reports directly to BLM.

Required pre-clearance surveys and continued monitoring would take place during all phases of the Proposed Action by a BLM-
approved biologist per the PDFs in Appendix F of the EA. Further mitigation would not be necessary in addition to the PDFs; therefore,
this CMA would not be required to be implemented.

Resource Setback LUPA-BIO-3
Standards

Resource setbacks (see Glossary of Terms) have been identified to avoid and minimize the adverse effects to specific biological resources. Yes
Setbacks are not considered additive and are measured as specified in the applicable CMA. Allowable minor incursions (see Glossary of Terms),

as per specific CMAs do not affect the following setback measurement descriptions. Generally, setbacks (which range in distances for different
biological resources) for the appropriate resources are measured from:

* The edge of each of the DRECP desert vegetation types, including but not limited to those in the riparian or wetland vegetation groups (as
defined by alliances within the vegetation type descriptions and mapped based on the vegetation type habitat assessments described in LUPA-
BIO-1).

* The edge of the mapped riparian vegetation or the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 100-year floodplain, whichever is
greater, for the Mojave River.

e The edge of the vegetation extent for specified Focus and BLM sensitive plant species.

e The edge of suitable habitat or active nest substrates for the appropriate Focus and BLM Special Status Species.

Avoidance buffers to protect special status species such as desert tortoise, migratory birds including raptors, and bats would be
implemented per the PDFs within Appendix F of the EA. Further mitigation would not be necessary in addition to the PDFs; therefore,
this CMA would not be required to be implemented.

Seasonal Restrictions LUPA-BIO-4

For activities that may impact Focus and BLM Special Status Species, implement all required species-specific seasonal restrictions on pre- Yes
construction, construction, operations, and decommissioning activities.

Species-specific seasonal restriction dates are described in the applicable CMAs.

Alternatively, to avoid a seasonal restriction associated with visual disturbance, installation of a visual barrier may be evaluated on a case-by-

case basis that will result in the breeding, nesting, lambing, fawning, or roosting species not being affected by visual disturbance from

construction activities subject to seasonal restriction. The proposed installation and use of a visual barrier to avoid a species seasonal restriction

will be analyzed in the activity/project specific environmental analysis.

Seasonal surface occupancy restrictions would be put in place for desert tortoise, migratory birds, and bats as defined in Appendix F of
the EA. Further mitigation would not be necessary in addition to the PDFs; therefore, this CMA would not be required to be
implemented.

Worker Education LUPA-BIO-5

All activities, as determined appropriate on an activity-by-activity basis, will implement a worker education program that meets the approval of Yes
the BLM. The program will be carried out during all phases of the project (site mobilization, ground disturbance, grading, construction,

operation, closure/decommissioning or project abandonment, and restoration/reclamation activities). The worker education program will

provide interpretation for non-English speaking workers, and provide the same instruction for new workers prior to their working on site. As
appropriate based on the activity, the program will contain information about:

 Site-specific biological and nonbiological resources.
o Information on the legal protection for protected resources and penalties for violation of federal and state laws and administrative sanctions
for failure to comply with LUPA CMA requirements intended to protect site-specific biological and nonbiological resources.

© The required LUPA and project-specific measures for avoiding and minimizing effects during all project phases, including but not limited to
resource setbacks, trash, speed limits, etc.

* Reporting requirements and measures to follow if protected resources are encountered, including potential work stoppage and requirements
for notification of the designated biologist.

o Measures that personnel can take to promote the conservation of biological and nonbiological resources.

A worker education program would be implemented as associated with desert tortoise protection, raven control, and speed limits per
Section 5.6 of the Plan of Operations and included as a PDF within Appendix F of the EA. Further mitigation would not be necessary in
addition to the PDFs; therefore, this CMA would not be required to be implemented.

Subsidized Predators LUPA-BIO-6
Standards

Subsidized predator standards, approved by BLM, in coordination with the USFWS and CDFW, will be implemented during all appropriate Yes
phases of activities, including but not limited to renewable energy activities, to manage predator food subsidies, water subsidies, and breeding
sites including the following:

e Common Raven management actions will be implemented for all activities to address food and water subsidies and roosting and nesting sites
specific to the Common Raven. These include identification of monitoring reporting procedures and requirements; strategies for refuse
management; as well as design strategies and passive repellant methods to avoid providing perches, nesting sites, and roosting sites for
Common Ravens.

© The application of water and/or other palliatives for dust abatement in construction areas and during project operations and maintenance
will be done with the minimum amount of water necessary to meet safety and air quality standards and in a manner that prevents the
formation of puddles, which could attract wildlife and wildlife predators.

e Following the most recent national policy and guidance, BLM will take actions to not introduce, dispose of, or release any non- native species
into areas of native habitat, suitable habitat, and natural or artificial waterways/water bodies containing native species.

All activity work areas will be kept free of trash and debris. Particular attention will be paid to “micro-trash” (including such small items as
screws, nuts, washers, nails, coins, rags, small electrical components, small pieces of plastic, glass or wire, and any debris or trash that is
colorful or shiny) and organic waste that may subsidize predators. All trash will be covered, kept in closed containers, or otherwise removed
from the project site at the end of each day or at regular intervals prior to periods when workers are not present at the site.

e |n addition to implementing the measures above on activity sites, each activity will provide compensatory mitigation that contributes to
LUPA-wide raven management.

Proposed desert tortoise protective measures, measures to prevent perching and nesting, water usage guidelines, and measures to
control debris and trash would all be implemented per the PDFs in Appendix F of the EA. Further mitigation would not be necessary in
addition to the PDFs; therefore, this CMA would not be required to be implemented.




LUPA Wide

Category CMA # CMA Text Applicability Explanation: Why CMA is not applicable Comments
Restoration of Areas LUPA-BIO-7 Where DRECP vegetation types or Focus or BLM Special Status Species habitats may be affected by ground- disturbance and/or vegetation Yes The Project would reclaim disturbed areas, except for the proposed permanent access road for access to Drill Area 1 using site-
Disturbed by removal during pre-construction, construction, operations, and decommissioning related activities but are not converted by long-term (i.e., appropriate, BLM-approved native seed mixtures that are weed-free and compatible with landscape conditions. The Reclamation Plan
Construction Activities more than two years of disturbance, see Glossary of Terms) ground disturbance, restore these areas following the standards, approved by BLM is included within Appendix E of the EA, and Appendix F further describes PDFs that would be implemented for revegetation. Further
(e 1 it Ly authorized officer, following the most recent BLM policies and procedures for the vegetation community or species habitat mitigation would not be necessary in addition to the PDFs; however, should additional revegetation measures be deemed necessary in
Long-Term Disturbance . . . . — 5 . . . . .

disturbance/impacts as appropriate, summarized below: combination with those outlined in the Reclamation Plan, this CMA would be implemented.

* Implement site-specific habitat restoration actions for the areas affected including specifying and using:

o The appropriate seed (e.g., certified weed- free, native, and locally and genetically appropriate seed)

o Appropriate soils (e.g., topsoil of the same original type on site or that was previously stored by soil type after being salvaged during

excavation and construction activities)

o Equipment

o Timing (e.g., appropriate season, sufficient rainfall)

o Location

o Success criteria

o Monitoring measures

o Contingency measures, relevant for restoration, which includes seeding that follows BLM policy when on BLM administered lands.

* Salvage and relocate cactus, nolina, and yucca from the site prior to disturbance using BLM protocols. To the maximum extent practicable for

short-term disturbed areas (see Glossary of Terms), the cactus and yucca will be re-planted back to the original site.

e Restore and reclaim short-term (i.e. 2 years or less, see Glossary of Terms) disturbed areas, including pipelines, transmission projects, staging

areas, and short-term construction-related roads immediately or during the most biologically appropriate season as determined in the

activity/project specific environmental analysis and decision, following completion of construction activities to reduce the amount of habitat

converted at any one time and promote recovery to natural habitats and vegetation as well as climate refugia and ecosystem services such

carbon storage.
General Closure and LUPA-BIO-8 All activities that are required to close and decommission the site (e.g., renewable energy activities) will specify and implement project-specific No Land use does not occur on project site. The Project proposes short-term exploration activities and would not entail renewable energy activities, thus no closure and
Decommissioning closure and decommissioning actions that meet the approval of BLM, and that at a minimum address the following: decomissioning processes would be required.
Standards

* Specifying and implementing the methods, timing (e.g., criteria for triggering closure and decommissioning actions), and criteria for success

(including quantifiable and measurable criteria).

* Recontouring of areas that were substantially altered from their original contour or gradient and installing erosion control measures in

disturbed areas where potential for erosion exists.

® Restoring vegetation as well as soil profiles and functions that will support and maintain native plant communities, associated carbon

sequestration and nutrient cycling processes, and native wildlife species.

e Vegetation restoration actions will identify and use native vegetation composition, native seed composition, and the diversity to values

commensurate with the natural ecological setting and climate projections.
Water and Wetland LUPA-BIO-9 Implement the following general LUPA CMA for water and wetland dependent resources Yes

Dependent Species
Resources

e Implement construction site standard practices to prevent toxic chemicals, hazardous materials, and other fluids from entering vegetation
type streams, washes, and tributary networks through water runoff, erosion, and sediment transport by, at a minimum, implementing the
following:

o On project sites, vehicles and other equipment will be maintained in proper working condition and only stored in designated containment
areas where runoff is collected or controlled and that are located outside of streams, washes, and distributary networks to minimize accidental
fluids and hazardous materials spills.

o Hazardous material leaks, spills, or releases will be immediately cleaned and equipment will be repaired upon identification. Removal and
disposal of spill and related clean-up materials will occur at an approved off-site landfill.

o Maintenance and operations vehicles will carry the appropriate equipment and materials to isolate, clean up, and repair any hazardous
material leaks, spills, or releases.

® Activity-specific drainage, erosion, and sedimentation control actions, which meet the approval of BLM and the applicable regulatory
agencies, will be carried out during all appropriate phases of the approved project. These actions, as needed, will address measures to ensure
the proper protection of water quality, site-specific stormwater and sediment retention, and design of the project to minimize site disturbance,
including the following:

o Identify site-specific surface water runoff patterns and implement measures to prevent excessive and unnatural soil deposition and erosion.

o Implement measures to maintain natural drainages and to maintain hydrologic function in the event drainages are disturbed.

o Reduce the amount of area covered by impervious surfaces through use of permeable pavement or other pervious surfaces. Direct runoff
from impervious surfaces into retention basins.
o Stabilize disturbed areas following grading in the manner appropriate to the soil type so that wind or water erosion is minimized.

o Minimize irrigation runoff by using low or no irrigation native vegetation landscaping for landscaped retention basins.

o Conduct regular inspections and maintenance of long-term erosion control measures to ensure long-term effectiveness.

o Project applicants for sites that may affect intermittent and perennial streams, springs, swales, ephemeral washes, wetland vegetation,
other DRECP water land covers, or sites occupied by aquatic or riparian Focus and BLM Special Status Species due to groundwater or surface
water extraction will conduct hydrologic studies during project planning to determine the potential effect of groundwater and surface water
extraction on the hydrologic unit. These studies will include both watershed effects as well as effects on perched, alluvial, and regional aquifers.
Projects that are likely to affect ground-water resources in a manner that would result in substantial loss of riparian or wetland communities or
habitat for riparian or aquatic Focus and BLM Special Status Species are prohibited.

o The use of evaporation ponds for water management will be avoided when the water could harm birds or other terrestrial wildlife due to
constituents of concern present in the wastewater (e.g., selenium, hypersalinity, etc.). Evaporation ponds will be configured to minimize
attractiveness to shorebirds (e.g., maintain water depths over two feet; maintain steep slopes along edge; enclose evaporation ponds in long-
term structures; or obscure evaporation ponds from view using materials that blend in with the natural surroundings).

e Ramps that allow the egress of wildlife from ponds or other water management infrastructure will be installed.

The Project does not trigger any waste discharge requirements under Title 27, CCR, Section 20005 et seq. Construction Stormwater
General Permits are required pursuant to CGP Regulation (NPDES No. CAS000002; SWRCB Order No. 2009-0009-DWQ amended by
2010-0014-DWQ & 2012-0006-DWQ). A Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP) would be developed and implemented to
control sedimentation from disturbance. Best Management Practices (BMPs) would be installed to manage disturbed surfaces. A
detailed Spill Containment Plan is identified to prevent the spread of any accidental leakage in storage, fuel and lubricants per the PDFs
in Appendix F. Only minor servicing of mobile equipment (greasing and periodic fueling) would be conducted on BLM lands, limiting
the potential for diesel fuel spills. Spill response kits would be maintained, pollutants generated would be properly disposed of in
accordance with applicable regulations. Further mitigation would not be necessary in addition to the PDFs; therefore, this CMA would
not be required to be implemented.




LUPA Wide
Category CMA #

CMA Text Applicability

Explanation: Why CMA is not applicable

Comments

Standard Practices for LUPA-BIO-10
Weed Management

Consistent with BLM state and national policies and guidance, integrated weed management actions, will be carried out during all phases of Yes
activities, as appropriate, and at a minimum will include the following:

® Thoroughly clean the tires and undercarriage of vehicles entering or reentering the project site to remove potential weeds.
® Store project vehicles on site in designated areas to minimize the need for multiple washings whenever vehicles re-enter the project site.

© Properly maintain vehicle wash and inspection stations to minimize the introduction of invasive weeds or subsidy of invasive weeds.

* Closely monitor the types of materials brought onto the site to avoid the introduction of invasive weeds and non-native species.

e Reestablish native vegetation quickly on disturbed sites.

* Monitor and quickly implement control measures to ensure early detection and eradication of weed invasions to avoid the spread of invasive

weeds and non-native species on site and to adjacent off-site areas.
o Use certified weed-free mulch, straw, hay bales, or equivalent fabricated materials for installing sediment barriers.

This CMA would be implemented under the Project. SMP would be required to thoroughly clean the tires and undercarriage of vehicles
entering or reentering the Project site to remove potential weeds, maintain vehicle wash and inspection stations, and closely monitor
materials brought to site, in addition to the PDFs included in Appendix F for revegetation materials and invasive and non-native species
management.

Nuisance Animals and LUPA-BIO-11
Invasive Species

Implement the following CMAs for controlling nuisance animals and invasive species: No

* No fumigant, treated bait, or other means of poisoning nuisance animals including rodenticides will be used in areas where Focus and BLM
Special Status Species are known or suspected to occur.

* Manage the use of widely spread herbicides and do not apply herbicides effective against dicotyledonous plants within 1,000 feet from the
edge of a 100-year floodplain, stream and wash channels, and riparian vegetation or to soils less than 25 feet from the edge of drains.
Exceptions will be made when targeting the base and roots of invasive riparian species such as tamarisk and Arundo donax (giant reed).
Manage herbicides consistent with the most current national and California BLM policies.

e Minimize herbicide, pesticide, and insecticide treatment in areas that have a high risk for groundwater contamination.

© Clean and dispose of pesticide containers and equipment following professional standards. Avoid use of pesticides and cleaning containers
and equipment in or near surface or subsurface water.

e When near surface or subsurface water, restrict pesticide use to those products labeled safe for use in/near water and safe for aquatic
species of animals and plants.

The Project does not propose use of herbicide, pesticides, rodenticides, or insecticides.

Noise LUPA-BIO-12

For activities that may impact Focus or BLM Special Status Species, implement the following LUPA CMA for noise: Yes

© To the extent feasible, and determined necessary by BLM to protect Focus and BLM sensitive wildlife species, locate stationary noise sources
that exceed background ambient noise levels away from known or likely locations of BLM sensitive wildlife species and their suitable habitat.

* Implement engineering controls on stationary equipment, buildings, and work areas including sound-insulation and noise enclosures to
reduce the average noise level, if the activity will contribute to noise levels above existing background ambient levels.

e Use noise controls on standard construction equipment including mufflers to reduce noise

This CMA would be required for implementation. The Project would be required to implement noise controls to the extent feasible
given the potential presence of desert tortoise and BLM Sensitive bat species.

General Siting and Design LUPA-BIO-13

Implement the following CMA for project siting and design Yes

® To the maximum extent practicable site and design projects to avoid impacts to vegetation types, unique plant assemblages, climate refugia
as well as occupied habitat and suitable habitat for Focus and BLM Special Status Species (see “avoid to the maximum extent practicable” in
Glossary of Terms).

® The siting of projects along the edges (i.e. general linkage border) of the biological linkages identified in Appendix D (Figures D-1 and D-2) will
be configured (1) to maximize the retention of microphyll woodlands and their constituent vegetation type and inclusion of other physical and
biological features conducive to Focus and BLM Special Status Species’ dispersal, and (2) informed by existing available information on modeled
focus and BLM Special Status Species habitat and element occurrence data, mapped delineations of vegetation types, and based on available
empirical data, including radio telemetry, wildlife tracking sign, and road-kill information. Additionally, projects will be sited and designed to
maintain the function of F Special Status Species connectivity and their associated habitats in the following linkage and connectivity areas:

o Within a 5-mile-wide linkage across Interstate 10 centered on Wiley’s Well Road to connect the Mule and McCoy mountains (the majority of
this linkage is within the Chuckwalla ACEC and Mule-McCoy Linkage ACEC) .

o Within a 3-mile-wide linkage across Interstate 10 to connect the Chuckwalla and Palen mountains.

o Within a 1.5-mile-wide linkage across Interstate 10 to connect the Chuckwalla Mountains to the Chuckwalla Valley east of Desert Center.

o The confluence of Milpitas Wash and Colorado River floodplain within 2 miles of California State Route 78 (this linkage is entirely within the
Chuckwalla ACEC) .

* Delineate the boundaries of areas to be disturbed using temporary construction fencing and flagging prior to construction and confine
disturbances, project vehicles, and equipment to the delineated project areas to protect vegetation types and focus and BLM Special Status
Species.

® Long-term nighttime lighting on project features will be limited to the minimum necessary for project security, safety, and compliance with
Federal Aviation Administration requirements and will avoid the use of constant-burn lighting.

® All long-term nighttime lighting will be directed away from riparian and wetland vegetation, occupied habitat, and suitable habitat areas for
Focus and BLM Special Status Species. Long- term nighttime lighting will be directed and shielded downward to avoid interference with the
navigation of night-migrating birds and to minimize the attraction of insects as well as insectivorous birds and bats to project infrastructure.

© To the maximum extent practicable (see Glossary of Terms), restrict construction activity to existing roads, routes, and utility corridors to
minimize the number and length/size of new roads, routes, disturbance, laydown, and borrow areas.

© To the maximum extent practicable (see Glossary of Terms), confine vehicular traffic to designated open routes of travel to and from the
project site, and prohibit, within project boundaries, cross- country vehicle and equipment use outside of approved designated work areas to
prevent unnecessary ground and vegetation disturbance.

The Project would implement measures to minimize surface disturbance and vegetation disturbance would be avoided to the
maximum extent possible per the Plan of Operations (SMP 2021) and the PDFs included in Appendix F. Special status plant and wildlife
species are analyzed within the EA. Additional measures under this CMA, as applicable and determined by the BLM, would be
implemented.
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© To the maximum extent practicable(see Glossary of Terms) , construction of new roads and/or routes will be avoided within Focus and BLM
Special Status Species suitable habitat within identified linkages for those Focus and BLM Special Status Species, unless the new road and/or
route is beneficial to minimize net impacts to natural or ecological resources of concern. These areas will have a goal of “no net gain” of project
roads and/or routes
© To the maximum extent practicable (see Glossary of Terms), any new road and/or route considered within Focus and BLM Special Status
Species suitable habitat within identified linkages for those Focus and BLM Special Status Species will not be paved so as not to negatively affect
the function of identified linkages.
e Use nontoxic road sealants and soil stabilizing agents.
Biology: General LUPA-BIO-14 Implement the following general standard practices to protect Focus and BLM Special Status Species: Yes A worker education program, food/trash abatement measures, domestic pet prohibition, wildlife entrapment protective measures,

Standard Practices

o Feeding of wildlife, leaving of food or trash as an attractive nuisance to wildlife, collection of native plants, or harassing of wildlife on a site is
prohibited.

* Any wildlife encountered during the course of an activity, including construction, operation, and decommissioning will be allowed to leave the
area unharmed.

e Domestic pets are prohibited on sites. This prohibition does not apply to the use of domestic animals (e.g., dogs) that may be used to aid in
official and approved monitoring procedures/protocols, or service animals (dogs) under Title Il and Title Ill of the American with Disabilities Act.

® All construction materials will be visually checked for the presence of wildlife prior to their movement or use. Any wildlife encountered during
the course of these inspections will be allowed to leave the construction area unharmed.

© All steep-walled trenches or excavations used during the project will be covered, except when being actively used, to prevent entrapment of
wildlife. If trenches cannot be covered, they will be constructed with escape ramps, following up-to-date design standards to facilitate and
allow wildlife to exit, or wildlife exclusion fencing will be installed around the trench(s) or excavation(s). Open trenches or other excavations
will be inspected by a designated biologist immediately before backfilling, excavation, or other earthwork.

e Minimize natural vegetation removal through implementation of crush and drive or cut or mow vegetation rather than removing entirely.

and minimizing vegetative disturbance would be implemented per the PDFs in Appendix F; therefore, this CMA would not be required
in addition to the proposed PDFs.

LUPA-BIO-15

Use state-of-the-art, as approved by BLM, construction and installation techniques, appropriate for the specific activity/project and site, that Yes
minimize new site disturbance, soil erosion and deposition, soil compaction, disturbance to topography, and removal of vegetation.

The Project is designed to minimize impacts, and additonal measures would be implemented as appropriate as determined by the
BLM; therefore, this CMA is a duplication of the PDFs already included within Appendix F and therefore would not be required for
implementation.

Activity-Specific Bird and LUPA-BIO-16
Bat CMAs

For activities that may impact Focus and BLM sensitive birds, protected by the ESA and/or Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918, and bat species,  Yes
implement appropriate measures as per the most up-to-date BLM state and national policy and guidance, and data on birds and bats, including

but not limited to activity specific plans and actions. The goal of the activity -specific bird and bat actions is to avoid and minimize direct

mortality of birds and bats from the construction, operation, maintenance, and decommissioning of the specific activities.

Activity-specific measures to avoid and minimize impacts may include, but are not limited to:

 Siting and designing activities will avoid high bird and bat movement areas that separate birds and bats from their common nesting and
roosting sites, feeding areas, or lakes and rivers.

® For activities that impact bird and bat Focus and BLM Special Status Species, during project siting and design, conducting monitoring of bird
and bat presence as well as bird and bat use of the project site using the most current survey methods and best procedures available at the
time.

® Reusing or co-locating new transmission facilities and other ancillary facilities with existing facilities and disturbed areas to reduce habitat
destruction and avoid additional collision risks.

© Reducing bird and bat collision hazards by utilizing techniques such as unguyed monopole towers or tubular towers. Where the use of
guywires is unavoidable, demarcate guywires using the best available methods to minimize avian species strikes.

* When fencing is necessary, use bird and bat compatible design standards.

® Using lighting that does not attract birds and bats or their prey to project sites including using non-steady burning lights (red, dual red and
white strobe, strobe- like flashing lights) to meet Federal Aviation Administration requirements, using motion or heat sensors and switches to
reduce the time when lights are illuminated, using appropriate shielding to reduce horizontal or skyward illumination, and avoiding the use of
high-intensity lights (e.g., sodium vapor, quartz, and halogen).

* Implementing a robust monitoring program to regularly check for wildlife carcasses, document the cause of mortality, and promptly remove
the carcasses.

® Incorporating a bird and bat use and mortality monitoring program during operations using current protocols and best procedures available
at time of monitoring

SMP has committed to implement species-specific avoidance buffers around raptor and migratory bird nests as well as bat maternity
roosts as described within Chapter 3 of the EA and within the PDFs in Appendix F. Further mitigation would not be necessary in
addition to the PDFs; therefore, this CMA would not be required to be implemented in addition to the proposed PDFs in Appendix F.

Activity-Specific Bird and LUPA-BIO-17
Bat CMAs

For activities that may result in mortality to Focus and BLM Special-Status bird and bat species, a Bird and Bat Conservation Strategy (BBCS) will Yes
be prepared with the goal of assessing operational impacts to bird and bat species and incorporating methods to reduce documented
mortality. The BBCS actions for impacts to birds and bats during these activities will be determined by the activity-specific bird and bat
operational actions. The strategy shall be approved by BLM in coordination with USFWS, and CDFW as appropriate, and may include, but is not
limited to:

e Incorporating a bird and bat use and mortality monitoring program during operations using current protocols and best procedures available
at time of monitoring.

® Activity-specific operational avoidance and minimization actions that reduce the level of mortality on the populations of bird and bat species,
such as:

o Use techniques that minimize attraction of birds to hazardous situations that are mistaken to be or simulate natural habitats (e.g., bodies of
water).

o Implement operational management techniques that minimize impacts to migratory birds during diurnal and seasonal cycles (e.g.,
positioning of heliostats to decrease surface area exposed to avian species).

o Evaluation and installation of the best available bird and bat detection and deterrent technologies available at the time of construction.

Known important Focus and BLM Special Status bird areas are:

© Dry lakes and playas of the north Mojave region, which include China Lake, Koehn Lake, Harper Lake, and Searles Lake (as shown in the
Audubon Important Bird Areas in Appendix D)

e Antelope Valley (as shown in the Audubon Important Bird Areas in Appendix D)

o Lower Colorado River Valley (as shown in the Audubon Important Bird Areas in Appendix D)

SMP has committed to implement species-specific avoidance buffers around raptor and migratory bird nests as well as bat maternity
roosts, and measures to minimize wildlife mortalities, as described within Chapter 3 of the EA and within the PDFs in Appendix F.
Further mitigation would not be necessary in addition to the PDFs; therefore, this CMA would not be required to be implemented in
addition to the proposed PDFs in Appendix F.




LUPA Wide
Category

CMA #

CMA Text Applicability

Explanation: Why CMA is not applicable

Comments

o The Salton Sea and bordering areas including agricultural land of the Imperial Valley (as shown in the Audubon Important Bird Areas in
Appendix D)

e Documented avian movement corridors along the north slope of the San Gabriel and San Bernardino mountain ranges
e Other regionally important seasonal use areas and migratory corridors identified in future studies or otherwise documented in the scientific
literature over the term of the LUPA

The following provides the DRECP vegetation type, and Focus and BLM Special Status Species biological CMAs to be implemented throughout
the LUPA Decision Area.

Riparian and Wetland Vegetation Types and Associated Species (RIPWET)

Riparian Vegetation Types

e Madrean Warm Semi-Desert Wash Woodland/Scrub

e Mojavean Semi-Desert Wash Scrub

e Sonoran-Coloradan Semi-Desert Wash Woodland/Scrub

e Southwestern North American Riparian Evergreen and Deciduous Woodland

e Southwestern North American Riparian/Wash Scrub

Wetland Vegetation Types

o Arid west freshwater emergent marsh

o Californian Warm Temperate Marsh/Seep

o North American Warm Desert Alkaline Scrub and Herb Playa and Wet Flat

e Southwestern North American Salt Basin and High Marsh

Riparian and Wetland Bird Focus Species

o Willow Flycatcher

e Southwestern Willow Flycatcher

e Least Bell’s Vireo

* Western Yellow-billed Cuckoo

e Yuma Clapper Rail

o California Black Rail

e Tricolored Blackbird

Fish Focus Species

e Desert pupfish

* Mohave Tui Chub

* Owens Tui Chub

e Owens Pupfish

Other Riparian &
Wetland Focus Species:
Tehachapi Slender

Salamander

LUPA-BIO-RIPWET-1

The riparian and wetland DRECP vegetation types and other features listed in Table 17 will be avoided to the maximum extent practicable, No
except for allowable minor incursions (see Glossary of Terms for “avoidance to the maximum extent practicable” and “minor incursion”) with
the specified setbacks.

For minor incursion (see “minor incursion” in the Glossary of Terms) to the DRECP riparian vegetation types, wetland vegetation types, or
encroachments on the setbacks listed in Table 17, the hydrologic function of the avoided riparian or wetland communities will be maintained.

e Minor incursions in the riparian and wetland vegetation types or other features including the setbacks listed in Table 17 will occur outside of
the avian nesting season, February 1 through August 31 or otherwise determined by BLM, USFWS and CDFW if the minor incursion(s) is likely to
result in impacts to nesting birds.

Resource not found on the project site

There is no riparian or wetland vegetation present within the Project Area.

LUPA-BIO-RIPWET-2

Hydrologic function of the following DRECP vegetation types will be maintained: North American Warm Desert Alkaline Scrub and Herb Playa  No
and Wet Flat, Southwestern North American Salt Basin and High Marsh, and other undifferentiated wetland-related land covers (i.e., “Playa,”
“Wetland,” and “Open Water”).

Resource not found on the project site

There is no riparian or wetland vegetation present within the Project Area.

