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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

El Paso Electric Company (EPEC) is proposing to construct and operate a greenfield electric generating 
station, referred to as the Montana Power Station consisting of four General Electric LMS 100 gas turbine 
generators and associated equipment, for a total of 400 megawatts of generating capacity (proposed 
project). The Montana Power Station (Latitude 31°49'17.04"N, Longitude 106°12'40.68"W) totals 
approximately 260 acres of EPEC-owned lands and is located north of Montana Avenue (State Route 62), 
and south of the southern boundary of Fort Bliss along Frankie Lane in El Paso County, Texas.  

This biological assessment (BA) has been prepared in support of a U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
Region VI Greenhouse Gas Permit required for the proposed project. This BA includes an analysis of the 
potential environmental impacts of the proposed project on federally listed and special-status species 
protected under the Endangered Species Act of 1973 (ESA). The area evaluated consists of the 
approximately 260-acre plant site, interdependent actions (i.e., transmission, water, and natural gas lines), 
and a 1-kilometer buffer extending from the plant site boundary, collectively referred to as the action area. 
The action area accounts for all potential direct and indirect impacts of the proposed project. Potential 
impacts include those from air pollution, water pollution, and noise associated with the construction and 
operation of the proposed project.  

Ten ESA-listed species are addressed in this BA, nine of which are listed by the USFWS as threatened or 
endangered and are therefore protected under the authority of the ESA. One species is listed as a 
candidate and currently is not afforded protection under the ESA; however, this species is also addressed 
in the event that it becomes listed during the life of the project. These 10 species are not expected to occur 
in the action area because this area is clearly outside of the known geographic range of the species, the 
action area does not contain the appropriate vegetation characteristics or landscape features known to 
support these species, or the species is extirpated from the action area (see Table ES-1). In summary, no 
effects to federally listed species are expected to occur from the proposed construction and operation of 
the proposed project. 

Table ES-1. Summary of Federally Listed Species in El Paso County, their Potential for Occurrence in 
the Action Area, and Effects Determination 

Common Name Scientific Name 
Federal 
Status 

Potential for Occurrence in Action Area 
Effects 
Determination 

Birds     

Interior least tern Sterna antillarum 
athalassos 

E Unlikely to occur. Suitable breeding habitat (sandy areas near 
water with fish populations) not present within action area. 
TPWD distribution map does not include El Paso County. 

No effect 

Northern 
Aplomado falcon 

Falco femoralis 
septentrionalis 

E Unlikely to occur. The habitat necessary for the survival of this 
species (grasslands or savannas) does not occur within the 
action area. There are no documented occurrences in El Paso 
County. No reintroductions in El Paso County have occurred 
to date. 

No effect 

Mexican spotted 
owl 

Strix occidentalis 
lucida 

T Unlikely to occur. Suitable habitat (heavily vegetated canyons 
and forests) not present within action area. There are no 
documented occurrences in El Paso County. 

No effect 

Southwestern 
willow flycatcher 

Empidonax traillii 
extimus 

E Unlikely to occur. Suitable habitat (water courses with suitable 
riparian vegetation, saturated soils, and standing water) not 
present in action area.  

No effect 
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Table ES-1. Summary of Federally Listed Species in El Paso County, their Potential for Occurrence in 
the Action Area, and Effects Determination 

Common Name Scientific Name 
Federal 
Status 

Potential for Occurrence in Action Area 
Effects 
Determination 

Western yellow-
billed cuckoo 

Coccyzus 
americanus 
occidentalis 

C Unlikely to occur. Suitable habitat (water courses with suitable 
riparian vegetation, saturated soils, and standing water) not 
present in action area.  

No effect 

Fish     

Rio Grande 
silvery minnow 

Hybognathus 
amarus 

E Unlikely to occur. An experimental population, listed by the 
USFWS as non-essential and not endangered, occurs along 
the Rio Grande in Texas. However, the range for this 
population does not include El Paso County. 

No effect 

Mammals     

Black bear Ursus americanus N/A Unlikely to occur. The Trans-Pecos Ecoregion is not included 
in the historical range of the Louisiana black bear. 

No effect 

Black-footed 
ferret 

Mustela nigripes E Not expected to occur because extirpated from Texas. No effect 

Gray wolf Canus lupus E Not expected to occur because extirpated from Texas. No effect 

Flowering Plants    

Sneed’s 
pincushion 
cactus 

Escobaria sneedii 
var. sneedii 

E Unlikely to occur. Action area includes Chihuahuan Desert, 
but does not contain steep, rocky slopes with limestone. 
Surveys in Hueco Mountains, within action area, have not 
identified individuals of this species. 

No effect 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

SWCA Environmental Consultants (SWCA) was contracted through Trinity Consultants (Trinity), on 
behalf of El Paso Electric Company (EPEC), to complete a biological assessment (BA) in support of the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) decision to issue a Prevention of Significant 
Deterioration (PSD) permit for greenhouse gas (GHG) regulated pollutants in connection with the 
proposed construction and operation of a greenfield electric generating station  near the city of El Paso, El 
Paso County, Texas (proposed project). The proposed project consists of four General Electric (GE) LMS 
100 gas turbine generators, and associated equipment, totaling 400 megawatts (MW) of generating 
capacity, encompassing approximately 260 acres of EPEC-owned lands (plant site) located north of 
Montana Avenue and south of the southern boundary of Fort Bliss along Frankie Lane (Figure 1). Five 
additional interdependent actions are associated with the proposed project, including three proposed 
transmission line options, one proposed water distribution line, and one proposed natural gas line. The 
layout of the proposed project is provided in Figure 2.  

This BA is prepared pursuant to Section 7 under the Endangered Species Act of 1973 (ESA), as amended, 
to determine whether the U.S. EPA issuance of a PSD permit for the proposed project may affect listed 
species or designated critical habitat. The outcome of this BA determines whether formal consultation or 
a conference with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) is necessary (50 Code of Federal 
Regulations [CFR] 402.02, 50 CFR 402.12). 

2.0 AGENCY REGULATIONS 

2.1 Regulations and Standards 

EPEC is seeking a permit under the EPA’s Prevention of Significant Deterioration (PSD) Program for 
Greenhouse Gases (GHGs), pursuant to 40 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 52.21. This federal air 
quality permit would authorize the construction and operation of the proposed project. The involvement 
of federal permitting through the issuance of a PSD permit establishes a federal nexus that could 
potentially require consultation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). SWCA has drafted  
this BA, which addresses the proposed project, in terms of the ESA. Section 7 of the ESA requires that, 
through consultation with the USFWS, federal actions not jeopardize the continued existence of any 
threatened, endangered, or proposed species or result in the destruction or adverse modification of critical 
habitat.  

This project will require PSD permitting for nitrogen oxides (NOx), carbon monoxide (CO), particulate 
matter less than 10 microns in diameter (PM10), and particulate matter less than 2.5 microns in diameter 
(PM2.5). The Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ) has been authorized to issue 
consolidated PSD air permits for these air contaminants by the EPA; thus, the proposed project will 
require a PSD permit from TCEQ. However, the project will also require a PSD permit for GHGs from 
the EPA because the EPA has not delegated or authorized the GHG PSD permitting program to the 
TCEQ. Therefore, a separate GHG PSD permit must be approved and issued by the EPA. Because the 
GHG PSD permit will be issued by a federal agency, interagency cooperation requires that the EPA enter 
into consultation with the USFWS to ensure that the proposed action is not likely to adversely affect 
threatened or endangered species or their designated critical habitats, thus complying with Section 7(a)(2) 
of the ESA. 
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Figure 1. Plant Site. 
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Figure 2. Project Area.
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2.2 Endangered Species Act 

The ESA of 1973 (16 United States Code [USC] 1531) prohibits unauthorized taking, possession, sale, 
and transport of endangered or threatened species and provides broad protection for bird species and their 
habitats that are listed as threatened/endangered (protected) in the United States or elsewhere. The ESA 
seeks to conserve protected species by creating provisions for listing species, developing recovery plans, 
and designating critical habitat. Within the ESA, federal agencies can find the procedures for authorizing, 
funding, or carrying out actions that may affect listed species. Furthermore, the ESA provides guidance to 
private or state entities for procedures to follow when implementing actions that may result in incidental 
take of a listed species.  

Section 9 of the ESA prohibits the “take” of any federally listed endangered species (16 USC 1538[a]). 
The ESA defines “take” as “to harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, kill, trap, capture, or collect,  
or to attempt to engage in any such conduct” (16 USC 1532[19]). If it is not possible to design an 
otherwise lawful land use activity so as to avoid take of a listed species, either directly or through habitat 
modification, Section 10(a)(1)(B) of the ESA (16 USC 1539[a][1][B]) authorizes the USFWS to issue a 
permit allowing take that is “incidental to, and not the purpose of, the carrying out of an otherwise lawful 
activity.”  

2.3 Migratory Bird Treaty Act 

The Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) of 1918 (16 USC 703–712) prohibits the taking, killing, 
possession, transportation, and importation of migratory birds, their eggs, parts, and nests, except  
when specifically authorized by the USFWS. To manage migratory birds, a USFWS Migratory Bird 
Depredation Permit must be obtained, which is required to take or kill a migratory bird, their eggs, parts, 
and active nests. However, Section 1 of the Interim Empty Nest Policy of the USFWS, Region 2, states 
that if the nest is completely inactive at the time of destruction or movement, a permit is not required in 
order to comply with the MBTA. If an active nest is observed before or during construction, measures 
should be taken to protect the nest from destruction and to avoid a violation of the MBTA. 

2.4 State of Texas Endangered Species Regulations 

Under Texas Threatened and Endangered Species Regulations (31 Texas Administrative Code [TAC] 
65.171–65.176 [2010]), the State of Texas prohibits the taking, possession, transportation, or sale of state-
listed species without the issuance of a permit from the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD). 
Although the USFWS authorizes the take of migratory bird species under a USFWS Migratory Bird 
Depredation Permit, TPWD authorizes take of protected game birds and mammals under a depredation 
permit if these species cause economic hardship or pose a threat to public safety (Texas Parks and 
Wildlife Code, Chapter 43, Subchapter H, Sections 43.151 – 43.158). A permit is not required to kill 
nuisance fur-bearing animals, such as common raccoons (Procyon lotor). Under the TPWD Depredation 
Permit, any game animal or game bird killed must be immediately field dressed, maintained in edible 
condition, and donated to a charitable institution, a hospital, a needy person, or any other appropriate 
recipient.  
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3.0 METHODS 

For the purposes of this BA, the project area is defined as all components of the proposed project, 
including the 260-acre plant site where the proposed project will be constructed and operated, as well as 
the footprint of all interdependent actions (Figure 2). These interdependent actions (linear facilities) 
include three proposed 15- to 100-foot wide transmission lines totaling 8.7 miles (105.5 acres) for Filing 
1, 11.7 miles (1.41.9 acres) for Filing 2, and 26.3 miles (77.9 acres) for Filing 3; one 50-foot wide natural 
gas line totaling 0.9 mile (5.7 acres), and one 50-foot wide water line totaling 2.5 miles (2,449 acres) 
(Figure 2).  

The action area is defined as the project area plus the area extending 1 kilometer in all directions beyond 
the plant site boundary (Figure 3).  As required by regulations at 50 CFR 402.02, the action area includes 
all areas in which listed species could be affected directly or indirectly by the federal action. To delineate 
the action area boundary for the proposed project, SWCA identified the areas where project-related 
impacts to air quality, water quality, vegetation, and noise levels could have a direct or indirect effect on 
the species addressed in this BA. Potential impacts to air quality were found to extend no more than 0.7 
kilometer from the plant site boundary in any direction. Air dispersion modeling was used to determine 
the maximum distance from the plant site boundary where modeled impacts of any pollutants were above 
the significant impact level (SIL).  The modeled 24-hour PSD increment averaging period SIL for PM2.5 
is the only pollutant and averaging period with modeled impacts above the SIL and it was found to extend 
approximately 0.7 kilometer beyond the plant site boundary. Therefore, the action area was 
conservatively defined as a 1-kilometer buffer beyond the plant site boundary plus any linear facilities 
that extend beyond this buffer to ensure that all areas that could potentially be directly or indirectly 
impacted by project related activities are addressed. 

SWCA biologists conducted multiple site visits of the action area to assess the potential for federally 
listed species to occur within the action area. An overview figure depicting the photo point and data point 
locations is included in Appendix A. An SWCA biologist conducted a field reconnaissance of the plant 
site portion of the project area on March 14, 2012 (Appendix B). Two SWCA biologists conducted a 
follow-up field reconnaissance on additional portions of the action area, including the transmission line 
corridors and their related facilities (i.e., meter station, Caliente Substation, and Montwood Substation) as 
well as an anticipated water line on January 16-17, 2013 (Appendix C). At the time that this January 2013 
reconnaissance occurred, the exact location of the water line was unknown; therefore, the SWCA 
biologists surveyed a broader area that included all possible water line locations. Representative 
photographs and observations were made in the vicinity of the water line (Appendix D). Once the 
alignment was identified in May 2013, SWCA biologists reviewed the alignment footprint and 
determined that suitable survey representation had occurred during the January 16-17, 2013 field 
reconnaissance to adequately characterize the habitat based on the following:  

 SWCA biologists reviewed the photo documentation collected by SWCA archaeologists who 
conducted a pedestrian survey of the entire alignment (Appendix D);  

 the majority of the water line alignment occurs in disturbed county rights-of-way (Appendix D);  

 the remaining portion of the alignment occurs in habitat with the same vegetative structure and 
characteristics as identified and documented during the January 16-17, 2013 field reconnaissance 
(Appendix C); and 

 representative photos of the same, contiguous habitat were collected by SWCA biologists less 
than 3,000 feet to the north and west of the alignment during the January 16-17, 2013 field 
reconnaissance (Appendix C). 



6 

 

Figure 3. Action Area. 
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On April 17, 2013, SWCA biologists surveyed the final portion of the project area (the natural gas line) 
for Kinder Morgan. The results of this survey are provided in Appendix E. Recent aerial photography 
images and maps provided by the client were used for general orientation and to locate the project 
boundaries. All field reconnaissance consisted of either a pedestrian survey or vehicle survey to evaluate 
vegetation and landscape features considered important to the potential occurrence of special-status plant 
and animal species. 

The detailed desktop review of the action area used the following available data: 2010 National 
Agriculture Imagery Program (NAIP) aerial imagery; U.S. Geological Survey 7.5-minute topographic 
maps (South Well, Texas); National Wetlands Inventory (NWI) digital data; National 
HydrographyDataset (NHD) digital data; Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Soil Data 
Mart; Bureau of Economic Geology (BEG) Geologic Atlas of Texas (GAT) digital data; TPWD Natural 
Diversity Database (NDD) searches; peer reviewed literature; and publicly available data from TPWD, 
USFWS, and other regulatory agencies. Findings of this desktop review revealed homogenous habitat 
throughout the action area and confirmed that the level of field investigation was sufficient to characterize 
the action area in its entirety.   

The potential of the species addressed in this BA to occur within the action area was based on 1) 
documented records; 2) existing information on distribution; and 3) qualitative comparisons of the habitat 
requirements of each species with vegetation communities or landscape features in the action area. 
Possible impacts to these species were evaluated based on reasonably foreseeable project-related 
activities. 

The potential for occurrence of each species was summarized according to the categories listed below. 
Because not all species are accommodated precisely by a given category (i.e., category definitions may be 
too restrictive), an expanded rationale for each category assignment is provided. Potential for occurrence 
categories are as follows:  

 Known to occur—the species has been documented in the action area by a reliable observer.  

 May occur—the action area is within the species’ currently known range, and vegetation 
communities, soils, etc., resemble those known to be used by the species.  

 Unlikely to occur—the action area is within the species’ currently known range, but vegetation 
communities, soils, etc., do not resemble those known to be used by the species, or the action area 
is clearly outside the species’ currently known range.  

The primary purpose of this BA is to determine the character of the effects, if any, on any species present 
in the action area. As noted in the USFWS Endangered Species Consultation Handbook—Procedures for 
Conducting Consultation and Conference Activities Under Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act 
(Consultation Handbook; USFWS and National Marine Fisheries Service 1998), “no effect” 
determinations are appropriate where the proposed action will not affect a listed species or designated 
critical habitat. Where species are not present in the action area and no effects are reasonably certain to 
occur on the species, “no effect” is the appropriate determination for the site. The Consultation Handbook 
clarifies that a “may affect, not likely to adversely affect” determination is appropriate where effects on 
listed species are “expected to be discountable, insignificant, or completely beneficial.” The Consultation 
Handbook further explains that “insignificant effects relate to the size of the impact and should never 
reach the scale where take occurs.” Conversely, where an effect is not discountable, insignificant, or 
completely beneficial or anticipated take is likely to occur as a result of the proposed action, the 
appropriate determination is “may affect, likely to adversely affect.” 
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A direct effect is the direct or immediate effect of the project on a species or its habitat, whether 
beneficial or adverse. Direct effects result from the action and include the direct effects of interrelated 
actions and interdependent actions. Direct effects occur at or very close to the time of the action itself. 
Interrelated projects include other projects or activities that are part of a larger project and depend on the 
larger project for their justification (i.e., the proposed action would not occur without the larger project). 
Interdependent projects have no independent utility apart from the proposed action (i.e., other projects 
would not occur without the proposed action). Indirect effects are caused by the action and occur later  
in time after the action is completed. Cumulative effects include the effects of future state, or private 
actions that are reasonably certain to occur within the area of the federal action subject to consultation  
(50 CFR 402.02). Cumulative effects are considered together with the effect of the federal action under 
consultation by the USFWS to determine whether the direct effects of the federal action are likely to 
jeopardize the continued existence of a listed species. Other future federal actions that may affect a listed 
species would be subject to consultation requirements established in Section 7 of the ESA and therefore 
are not considered cumulative effects of the proposed action. 

Those species listed by the USFWS were assigned to one of three categories of possible effect, following 
USFWS recommendations. The effects determinations recommended by USFWS are as follows: 

 May affect, is likely to adversely affect—the proposed project is likely to adversely affect a 
species if 1) the species occurs or may occur in the project site; and 2) if any adverse effect on 
listed species may occur as a direct or indirect result of the proposed action or its interrelated or 
interdependent actions, and the effect is not discountable, insignificant, or beneficial. In the event 
that the overall effect of the proposed action is beneficial to the listed species but also is likely to 
cause some adverse effects, then the proposed action “is likely to adversely affect” the listed 
species.  

 May affect, is not likely to adversely affect—the project is not likely to adversely affect a species 
if 1) the species may occur but its presence has not been documented and/or surveys following 
approved protocol have been conducted with negative results; and/or 2) project activity effects  
on a listed species are expected to be discountable, insignificant, or completely beneficial. 
Beneficial effects are contemporaneous positive effects without any adverse effects on the 
species. Insignificant effects relate to the size of the impact and should never reach the scale 
where take occurs. Discountable effects are those extremely unlikely to occur. Based on best 
judgment, a person would not 1) be able to meaningfully measure, detect, or evaluate 
insignificant effects; or 2) expect discountable effects to occur.  

 No effect—the project will have no effect on a species if 1) it has no likelihood of effect on  
a listed species or its designated critical habitat (including effects that may be beneficial, 
insignificant, or discountable); or 2) the species’ habitat does not occur in the project site.  

4.0 PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

4.1 Project Purpose and Location 

EPEC is proposing to construct and operate a greenfield electric generating station, referred to as the 
Montana Power Station, consisting of four GE simple cycle natural gas–fired turbines, Model LMS100, 
and associated equipment (also including the interdependent actions that are necessary for operation of 
the generating station, i.e., a natural gas pipeline, a water distribution line, and transmission lines), for a 
total of 400 MW of generating capacity during peak summer and winter demand periods. Electrical power 
generated by the facility would be transmitted to EPEC’s existing transmission system through a 
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switchyard, which would be constructed on-site as part of the proposed project. From the switchyard, a 
new power line would be constructed and would connect to the existing power line along Frankie Lane, 
which is planned for upgrades to accommodate this tie-in. Each of the GE LMS100 units would be 
equipped with a selective catalytic reduction (SCR) and water-injection systems to control emission of 
NOx. In addition, the turbines will be equipped with an oxidation catalyst, a GE CO reduction (COR) 
system, to reduce CO and volatile organic compounds (VOC) emissions. The GE LMS100 is the first 
inter-cooled gas turbine system developed especially for power generation industry, using the better of 
two technologies: heavy-duty gas turbines and aero-derivative gas turbine technology that is ideally suited 
for the intended purpose of meeting peak and intermediate loads efficiently and effectively. The LMS100 
is specifically designed for deployment of cyclic applications providing flexible power and shortened 
(i.e., 10 minutes) start-up times. While the new generating facility is primarily designed to provide power 
at peak periods of electrical demand, the annual hours of operation for each combustion turbine will be 
limited to 5,000 hours per year, including startup and shutdown events. Each simple cycle, gas-fired 
turbine LMS100 Electric Generating Unit (EGU) would have a power generation output capacity of 
approximately 100 MW during the winter and 89.9 MW during extreme summer temperatures (Trinity 
2012a).  

Access to the proposed project would be from Montana Avenue; however, no improvements to Montana 
Avenue are required at this time. Additional infrastructure on-site would include ammonia storage tanks, 
two wet cooling towers, an administration building, a reverse osmosis water treatment building, 
transformers, compressors, a wastewater wash tank, a fuel gas waste tank, a gas metering station, a zero 
liquid discharge (ZLD) building, and a metering station. El Paso Water Utilities would provide water to 
the site for operational use. The first two LMS100 turbines would be constructed to use reverse osmosis 
and two 20-acre evaporation ponds; however, after final construction, the plant would be a ZLD facility 
and would contain an on-site water treatment system. These evaporation ponds would be uncovered, with 
moderate-sloped sides at a moderate depth and contain water from the cooling tower blow-down process, 
as well as reject water from the reverse osmosis process. In addition, a 10-acre, uncovered stormwater 
retention pond would be constructed to retain stormwater on-site during periods of precipitation. Natural 
gas would be supplied by a newly constructed tap and header specifically constructed for the proposed 
project. Additional details on these items are provided in the subsequent sections as well as depicted on 
Figure/Section 5. Plot Plan in the Prevention of Significant Deterioration Permit Application for 
Greenhouse Gases, which was submitted to the EPA along with this report on April 19, 2012 and 
amended on July 31, 2012. 

In addition to the proposed Montana Power Station, interdependent actions (i.e., actions that have no 
significant utility apart from the action under consideration [i.e., other projects that would not occur 
without the proposed action]) were included in the analysis with this proposed project. This proposed 
project has three interdependent actions: (1) transmission line and substation upgrades to the existing 
EPEC transmission system in the project vicinity; (2) natural gas pipeline upgrades and new installation 
on EPNG Line No. 1100 and Line No. 1103 within and in the vicinity of the proposed project; and  
(3) water line installation in the vicinity of the proposed project. Details on these interdependent actions 
are provided in the following paragraphs. Their locations are depicted in Figure 3. 

EPEC proposes to interconnect the plant site with a double-circuit 115-kilovolt (kV) line from the 
proposed plant site to intersect and split the existing 1.3-mile long Caliente to Coyote 115-kV line into 
two circuits and construct a new, double-circuit 115-kV transmission line from the proposed plant site to 
EPEC’s existing Caliente Substation, approximately 2.4 miles east of MPS. These interdependent actions 
are currently under consideration as part of an Environmental Assessment (EA) and Alternative Route 
Analysis to support an application for a Certificate of Convenience and Necessity (CCN) and address the 
requirements of Section 37.056 (c)(4)(A)-(D) of the Texas Utilities Code, the Public Utility Commission 
of Texas (PUC) CCN application form and PUC Substantive Rule § 25.101. The EA prepared by SWCA 
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scientists for the proposed transmission lines has been submitted to the PUC and the EA concluded that 
no significant effects to ESA-listed species would occur due to the transmission project.  

Kinder Morgan (i.e., El Paso Natural Gas Company) plans to construct and operate the Montana Power 
Plant Meter Station and Lateral Line for the proposed project. Kinder Morgan conducted a separate 
environmental review as part of the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission requirements. A biological 
evaluation of this proposed pipeline and meter station was conducted by SWCA biologists on April 17, 
2013 and the results concluded that no significant effects to ESA-listed species would occur due to the 
natural gas pipeline project (see Appendix E). 

El Paso Water Utilities (EPWU) plans to construct and install a 30-inch diameter water pipeline to 
provide municipal water to the proposed project. The project is currently in design phase and no agency 
or permit approvals are likely to be required for the project. The proposed water line would be installed 
within disturbed rights-of-way, just west of the proposed plant site. No specific pedestrian surveys 
occurred directly along the current proposed waterline alignment. After review of the desktop analysis 
and photographic documentation provided by SWCA archaeologists, the habitat was determined to be 
contiguous with the surrounding habitat along the water line alignment that was previously surveyed and 
representative photos in the general area were collected less than 3,000 feet to the north and west of the 
proposed alignment.  

4.2 Construction Information 

4.2.1 Construction Activities and Schedule 

The four EGUs would be constructed in succession over a 4-year period. In early 2013, EPEC would 
commence construction of one GE LMS100 EGU, which is proposed to be operational in 2014. The next 
stage of construction for the second LMS100 would begin in 2014, and the final stage of construction for 
the last two GE LMS100s would commence in 2015. The construction phase of the proposed project, 
from site preparation and grading to commercial operation, is scheduled to last approximately 6 to  
12 months per turbine (approximately 24–36 months for entire facility). During that time, many activities 
would be taking place, including construction of foundations, installation of piping and equipment, and 
erection of major structures. During these activities, varying types and numbers of construction 
equipment and personnel would be in the area of the proposed project. In addition, best management 
practices (BMPs) for dust abatement and stormwater protection would be adhered to in order to avoid  
any potential impacts. 

4.2.2 Construction Equipment Required 

The proposed project would use conventional construction techniques and equipment. Equipment likely 
to be used during construction includes compactors, excavators, bulldozers, graders, rollers, front-end 
loaders, backhoes, dump trucks, pickup trucks, and flatbed trucks for construction activities; water trucks, 
concrete pump trucks, cranes, and concrete mixer trucks for materials handling; and stationary equipment, 
such as jackhammers, pneumatic tools, generators, pumps, air compressor, and welder’s torches.  
The noise levels resulting from this construction equipment will vary greatly, depending on the type of 
equipment used (make and model), the operations being performed, and the power level and quantity of 
equipment. The following measures would be implemented to reduce noise and annoyance at receptors 
during construction of the facility: 1) all construction equipment will be operated and maintained to 
minimize noise generation; 2) equipment and vehicles will be kept in good repair and fitted with 
“manufacturer recommended” mufflers; and 3) regular equipment maintenance and lubrication will be 
constructed. 
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4.2.3 Emissions Controls 

Air quality analyses for the proposed project were performed by Trinity as part of the EPA and TCEQ 
permitting requirements. This analysis also included a Best Available Control Technology (BACT) 
analysis for each emission source. The proposed project would include the following emission sources: 
four natural gas–fired combustion turbines, two cooling towers, one diesel firewater pump engine, and 
fugitive emissions from piping components and circuit breakers (Trinity 2012a, 2012b). The following 
emission controls would be implemented for the proposed project: 

 The following is the total annual potential to emit (PTE) for each emission source which includes 
carbon dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4), and nitrogen dioxide (N2O), with CO2 emissions 
accounting for more than 99% of the total projected emissions: 

o Each of the four combustion turbines, i.e., GE LMS100 units, will have proposed carbon 
dioxide equivalent (CO2e) emissions of 251,148 tons per year (tpy).  

o The firewater pump engine will have a PTE of 8.69 tpy CO2e. 
o The fugitive emissions from piping components will have a PTE of 94 tpy CO2e. 
o The fugitive emissions from sulfur hexafluoride (SF6) circuit breaker equipment leaks 

will have a PTE of 335 tpy CO2e. 
 The combustion turbines will be subject to a BACT limit of 1,194 lb CO2/MW-hr on a 365-day 

rolling average. 
 GHG emissions by the combustion turbines will be minimized by implementing the following 

BACT: using evaporative cooling in the design; selection of efficient simple cycle combustion 
turbines (GE LMS100 units); use of natural gas as fuel; and implementation of good combustion, 
operating, and maintenance practices. 

 GHG emissions by the firewater pump engine will be minimized by implementing the following 
BACT: the selection of an internal combustion engine type that will be certified by the 
manufacturer to meet applicable standards; and the diesel fuel usage will be monitored monthly. 

 Fugitive emissions from the piping components will be minimized by implementing an 
Audio/Visual/Olfactory (AVO) inspection program to identify and repair system and equipment 
leaks.  

 Fugitive emissions of SF6 from circuit breakers will be minimized by implementing the following 
BACT: use of new, state-of-the-art circuit breakers; implementing operations system tracking, 
including cylinder management and the use of a SF6 gas recycling cart; and educating and 
training employees regarding proper SF6 handling methods and maintenance operations. 

 Each of the GE LMS100 units will be equipped with SCR and water-injection systems to control 
emission of NOx and a GE COR system, to reduce CO and VOC emissions.  

4.3 Operation and Maintenance Information 

4.3.1 Operation 

The following infrastructure will be required for the operation of the proposed project: four GE gas-fired 
turbines and associated equipment including two 4-celled cooling towers, a 327-horsepower (hp) diesel-
fired firewater pump engine for emergency use, two 20,000-gallon horizontal aqueous ammonia storage 
tanks, 34 SF6 circuit breakers, an unloading system, and one 300-gallon horizontal diesel storage tank; an 
administrative control building; a reverse osmosis water treatment building; transformers; compressors;  
a wastewater wash tank; a fuel gas waste tank; a gas metering station; a ZLD building; and a metering 
station (Figure 4). The primary objective of the proposed project is to meet peak and intermediate load 
requirements. The annual hours of operation for each combustion turbine will be limited to 5,000 hours 
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per year, including startup and shutdown events. The diesel firewater pump engine will be limited to less 
than 1 hour per week for routine testing, maintenance, and inspection purposes only, with annual hours of 
operation limited to 52 hours per year (Trinity 2012a). In addition, normal operations will include service 
and repair, as needed, to the equipment. 

4.3.2 Water Use 

This project will be a ZLD facility and thus will not involve any off-site discharge. El Paso Water 
Utilities will provide water to the site for operational use via pipelines. The water circulation rate for the 
cooling towers is 13,800 gallons per minute per cooling tower. The two LMS100s will be operated on-site 
and for a maximum of 5,000 hours per year. Thus, the two cooling towers will use a total of 8.28 billion 
gallons a year. The blow-down water used for cooling the towers, as well as reject water from the reverse 
osmosis process, would be discharged into the uncovered evaporation ponds. No chemical contaminants 
other than total dissolved solids would be present in this water and thus within the ponds. 

The firewater pump engine will use water on an emergency-only basis. The first two LMS100 turbines 
will be constructed to use reverse osmosis and two 20-acre evaporation ponds; however, after final 
construction, the proposed project will be a ZLD facility and will contain an on-site water treatment 
system. In addition, a 10-acre stormwater retention pond will be constructed to retain stormwater on-site 
during periods of precipitation. All wastewater will be monitored for water quality in accordance with 
local and state regulations. Lastly, water will be used during BMPs to control dust during construction 
and operation. 

4.3.3 National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System  

The State of Texas, through the TCEQ Texas Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (TPDES), has the 
federal authority to regulate the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System program regarding 
discharge of pollutants to Texas surface water. A permit from TPDES will not be required, since no off-
site discharge will occur as part of the proposed project. Refer to Sections 4.1 and 4.3.2 for additional 
details on water use involved with the proposed project.  

4.3.4 Noise Levels 

A noise assessment was conducted specifically for this proposed project by SWCA (2012). The results 
revealed that the maximum sound levels from the construction and operation of the proposed project 
would comply with all regulatory noise limits and guidelines established for the City of El Paso and the 
EPA. Those results are summarized below. 
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EXISTING CONDITIONS/AMBIENT NOISE LEVELS 

Baseline noise measurements were not readily available or identified during the review of public 
published sources for the vicinity of the proposed project. Local conditions, such as traffic, topography, 
and winds characteristic of the region, can alter background noise conditions. In general, the Day-Night 
Sound Levels at outdoor quiet urban night-time noise levels range from 40 to 50 A-weighted decibels 
(dBA) (EPA 1974). However, the action area, particularly near the project area, contains a mixture of 
residential, commercial, and industrial zoned properties. Therefore, the existing average ambient noise 
levels at the proposed project site are expected to be in the range of 35 to 65 dBA for day and night 
conditions. 

CONSTRUCTION NOISE AND VIBRATION IMPACTS 

The four GE LMS100 EGUs would be sequentially built over a three year period. The construction phase 
of the proposed project, from site preparation and grading to commercial operation, is scheduled to last 
approximately 6 to 12 months per turbine (approximately 24–36 months for the entire facility). During 
that time, many activities would take place, including construction of foundations, installation of piping 
and equipment, and erection of major structures. During these activities, varying types and numbers of 
construction equipment and personnel would be in the area of the proposed project, resulting in varying 
levels of construction noise. The proposed project would use conventional construction techniques and 
equipment such as excavators, bulldozers, heavy trucks (water truck, dump truck), and other similar 
heavy construction equipment. The construction of the proposed project would require the use of 
equipment that may be audible from off-site locations. These activities will also overlap. Pile driving is 
generally considered the nosiest construction activity and would be a part of the construction process. The 
noise levels resulting from construction activities vary greatly, depending on the type of equipment used 
(make and model), the operations being performed, and the power level and quantity of equipment. 

Acoustical calculations were performed to estimate noise from conventional construction activities at  
the closest residences. The closest off-site residential uses to the project area consist of single-family 
residences approximately 1,200 feet (0.23 mile) to the west, 4,100 feet (0.78 mile) to the east, and  
6,500 feet (1.23 miles) to the north-northeast. To the south of the proposed project the closest receptor, 
besides the Magellan Fuel Storage facility, is a drive-in movie theater (Fiesta Drive-In Theatre), located 
on the far side of Montana Avenue approximately 2,800 feet (0.53 mile) away. Based on the direct line-
of-sight distance from the proposed project components to be constructed, sound levels at the residence 
1,200 feet (0.23 mile) to the west would average between 49 to 60 dBA; 42 to 53 dBA at the Fiesta Drive-
In Theatre 2,800 feet (0.53 mile) to the south; 39 to 50 dBA at the residence 4,100 feet (0.78 mile) to the 
east; and 35 to 46 dBA at the residence 6,500 feet (1.23 miles) to the north-northeast. Because of the 
intermittent nature of construction work, as well as intervening topography, the average sound level for  
an 8-hour work day would be expected to be substantially less than the calculation predicts.  

Calculations were performed to estimate vibration from pile-driving activities at the closest residence. 
Under normal propagation conditions, vibration levels at the closest residence 1,200 feet (0.23 mile) from 
the activities would be 0.005 inch per second, which is well below the Federal Transit Administration 
(FTA) threshold of 0.20 inch per second, resulting in a less than significant impact. Based on construction 
noise data, noise levels on the construction site could exceed federal Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA) guidelines for worker noise exposure. Compliance with OSHA regulations 
would ensure that construction personnel are adequately protected from potential noise hazards.  
The noise exposure level to protect hearing of workers is regulated at 90 dBA over an 8-hour work shift.  
The proposed project’s construction contractors would comply with all OSHA regulations.  
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Access to the proposed project site for construction activities would be from Montana Avenue, north on 
Flager Street, and west on Frankie Lane to the entrance of the proposed project. The construction 
workforce would typically arrive and depart in private vehicles. Residences within 500 feet could 
experience increased sound levels from truck pass-bys, but no significant impacts are expected to occur. 
Because conventional construction noise at the receptors would be well below the 90-dBA hourly level 
recommended by the FTA and the 120-dBA equivalent noise level to qualify for the exemption to the  
El Paso Noise Ordinance, there would not be a significant impact. 

The following noise mitigation measures may be implemented for the proposed project to reduce noise 
and annoyance at receptors during construction of the facility, if necessary:  

 All construction equipment should be operated and maintained to minimize noise generation. 
Equipment and vehicles should be kept in good repair and fitted with “manufacturer 
recommended” mufflers. Regular equipment maintenance and lubrication will be required.  

 Noise and vibration created by construction shall not take place between the hours of 8 p.m.  
and 7 a.m. on weekdays and Saturdays, or at any time on Sunday or a holiday.  

 Portable noise screens or enclosures to provide shielding for high noise activities or equipment 
should be used as necessary. The effectiveness of a barrier depends on factors such as the relative 
height of the barrier relative to the line-of-sight from the source to the receiver, the distance from 
the barrier to the source and to the receiver, and the reflections of sound. To be effective, a barrier 
must block the line-of-sight from the source to the receiver. A properly designed noise barrier can 
reduce noise by as much as 20 dBA.  

 Combine the noisiest operations to occur in the same period. The total noise produced would not 
be significantly greater than the level produced if the operations were performed separately.  

 As the design of the proposed project progresses and construction scheduling becomes finalized, 
additional measures may also be implemented, if required, to minimize the effects of construction 
noise.  

OPERATIONAL NOISE AND VIBRATION IMPACTS 

The major sound sources from the proposed project would be the combustion turbine power block, 
exhaust stack, cooling towers, electrical transformers, and emergency diesel-fired fire water pump engine. 
The power block would have an acoustical enclosure, and silencers would be used on the turbine air inlet 
and stack exhaust. The calculated sound levels, from the operation of the proposed project, at the 
receptors are less than 33.4-dBA equivalent noise level. A review of the noise assessment data revealed 
that calculated noise emitted by the proposed project would be below the El Paso City Code nighttime 
noise standard at all residential locations. Increases in noise would occur, but project noise would remain 
at or below the specified City Code noise standard (noting that the standard applies to the source, not the 
total noise level). Therefore, sound levels would be below the El Paso City Code of 50 dBA residential 
land use requirement and would result in no significant impact.  

Ground- and airborne-induced vibration from operation of the proposed project would not affect the local 
area. The proposed project is primarily driven by turbines exhausted into a selective catalytic reduction 
duct. These very large ducts greatly reduce low-frequency noise, which is mainly the source of airborne-
induced vibration of structures. The equipment that would be used in the proposed project is well 
balanced and is designed to produce very low vibration levels throughout the life of the project.  
An imbalance could contribute to ground vibration levels in the vicinity of the equipment; however, 
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vibration-monitoring systems installed in the equipment are designed to ensure that the equipment 
remains balanced. If an imbalance occurs, the event would be detected, and the machines would 
automatically shut down.  

Noise mitigation measures have been planned in the design of the proposed project to reduce adverse 
sound effects on the surrounding community. The principal noise mitigation measures to reduce noise  
and annoyance at receptors during operation of the facility are as follows:  

 High-performance silencers will be used for both the gas turbines air inlets and exhaust stacks.  

 The major components of the power block will be contained within an acoustical enclosure. 

5.0 BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

5.1 General Environmental Information 

This section provides applicable environmental characteristics for the general region, including the action 
area, in which the proposed project is located. The proposed project is located in  
El Paso County, which is the westernmost county in Texas. 

5.1.1 General Region Information 

The action area is located within the Level III Chihuahuan Desert Ecoregion and primarily overlaps the 
Chihuahuan Basins and Playas Level IV Ecoregion, as well as a small section of the Chihuahuan Desert 
Grasslands Level IV Ecoregion (Griffith et al. 2004). This ecoregion is unusual in that it contains both 
desert and mountain habitats. However, action area only contains desert habitats. The mountain ranges of 
this region, the Hueco and Franklin Mountains, are located outside the action area for the proposed 
project. 

The Chihuahuan Desert Grasslands Ecoregion is characterized by alternating mountains and valleys.  
The very hot and dry climate of the Chihuahuan Desert is most suitable for desert shrub vegetation, which 
requires a minimal amount of moisture. There are two major river drainages within the ecosystem: the 
Rio Grande and the Pecos River. Aside from these major drainages, the landscape is almost entirely 
internally drained (TPWD 2012b). No drainages are located in the action area. 

Elevation is highly variable in the region, which creates great ecological diversity among floral and faunal 
communities. The higher the elevation, the more precipitation is present, creating a greater diversity in 
plants and animals (TPWD 2012b). Despite the harsh climate conditions, the ecoregion is home to several 
large mammals such as mountain lions, bobcats, and black bears. Several migratory birds and raptors are 
common in the Chihuahuan Desert, as well as a variety of reptiles (TPWD 2012b).  

The Chihuahuan Desert ecoregion is the northernmost section of the Chihuahuan Desert, spanning central 
Mexico and 16 counties in Texas (Griffith et al. 2004). Despite the diverse habitats found in this region, 
the landscape has been altered greatly in the last 120 years as a result of livestock grazing, the suppression 
of fire, and frequent drought. 

5.1.2 Land Use 

Although much of the region’s landscape has been converted to grazing for livestock and irrigation for 
agriculture, the remaining land consists of desert grassland, desert scrub, salt basins, sand hills, rugged 
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plateaus, and wooded mountain slopes (TPWD 2012b). The majority of land cover within the action area 
is open or vegetated land, but there is also a substantial amount of developed land (Homer et al. 2007). 
Approximately 25% of the action area is desert lands while the remainder includes developed lands. 
There is minimal oil and mineral production within El Paso County and the industrial center is in the city 
of El Paso on the U.S.–Mexico border. There is a close business relationship with Ciudad Juárez, the 
metropolitan area just across the border from the city of El Paso. Several American industries base the 
labor-intensive portion of their business there (Conrey 2012).  

5.1.3 Climate 

Within the El Paso County region, the mean annual precipitation varies from less than 10 inches in the 
western portion to more than 16 inches in the northern section (Natural Resources Conservation Service 
2012). The growing season coincides with the time of year when precipitation is highest, April through 
October. The average temperature during the winter months is 43.6°F, and the average daily minimum 
temperature is 28.1°F. During the summer months, the average temperature is 78.9°F, and the average 
daily maximum temperature is 94.6°F. The prevailing winds are from the north during October to 
February, from the west from March to May, and from the south from June to September. The average 
wind speed is at its highest in March and April at up to 12 miles per hour. The average humidity during 
the day is about 27%, increasing during the night to about 57%.  

The U.S. Drought Monitor indicated that the project area is in D1 Drought – Moderate at the time of the 
field site survey in March 14, 2012, while the remainder of the action area is in D4 Drought – Exceptional 
(U.S. Department of Agriculture 2012). Based on information from the National Weather 
Service/Advanced Hydrologic Prediction Service (2012), the action area has received the normal amount 
of precipitation for the past 30 and 60 days. 

Table 1 shows the National Ocean and Atmospheric Administration National Climatic Data Center 
(NCDC) (2012) Standardized Precipitation Index reported results for the Trans-Pecos region and the state 
of Texas. 

Table 1. NCDC Climate Data for the Trans-Pecos Region and State of Texas 

Year Trans-Pecos Region Texas 

2005 near normal near normal to exceptionally dry 

2006 near normal moderately dry to very moist 

2007 near normal moderately moist to extremely moist 

2008 moderately dry near normal to extremely dry 

2009 moderately dry near normal to abnormally moist 

2010 very dry extremely dry to moderately moist 

2011 exceptionally dry severely dry to exceptionally dry 

YTD near normal near normal to very moist 

 

The NCDC Standardized Precipitation Index indicates that west Texas, specifically the Trans-Pecos 
Region, has only been moderately affected by the drought in 4 of the past 7 years. The majority of Texas 
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has been significantly impacted by the drought in 4 of the past 7 years, with 2010 and 2011 having some 
of the driest conditions ever recorded for the state (NCDC 2012). 

5.1.4 Topography 

El Paso County is at higher elevation than most of the state of Texas, with the Hueco and Franklin 
Mountains flanking the east and west sides, respectively, of the county. Topography within the action area 
ranges from 3,970–4,500 feet above mean sea level (amsl). Portions of the action area are relatively flat, 
such as within the project area itself, where elevations range from 4,110 to 4,020 feet amsl. 

According to the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) flood insurance rate map, the  action 
area is within Zone X, which is defined as an area determined to be outside the 500-year floodplain 
(FEMA 2012). 

5.1.5 Geology 

The action area is located within the Hueco Bolson Geologic Formation from the Permian, Pleistocene, 
and Holocene Eras. Table 2 lists and describes the geologic units found within and surrounding the action 
area. 

Table 2. Description of the Geologic Units Identified in the Action Area 

Map Unit Unit Name and Description Rock Types 

Qs sand sheet deposits windblown sand, areas of large dunes 

Qds dune sand sheet deposits sand or silt 

Qb bolson deposits clay or mud 

Qf alluvial sand deposits colluvium and fan deposits 

Ph Hueco limestone limestone, dolomite, sandstone, shale, mudstone, and conglomerate 

5.1.6 Soils 

The soils in the majority of the action area are mapped as Hueco-Wink association, hummocky soils 
(Figure 5). This association consists of Hueco loamy fine sands (45%), Wink fine sandy loam and loamy 
fine sand cover (35%), and other soils (20%). Hueco soils are found in lower or nearly level areas. They 
typically have a surface layer of brown, loose, heavy loamy fine sand that is 4 inches thick; and they are 
non-calcareous and mildly alkaline. Subsoils extend to a depth of approximately 26 inches and are 
composed of a brown and yellowish brown fine sandy loam; and a layer of indurated caliche 
approximately 32 inches thick lies below the subsoil. The Wink soils generally have a surface layer of 
pale brown, friable, fine sturdy loam that is approximately 6 inches thick, calcareous, and moderately 
alkaline. Extending to a depth of approximately 24 inches, the subsoil is light yellowish brown, friable, 
calcareous, and moderately alkaline fine sandy loam. A layer of caliche underlies the subsoil. The caliche 
is about 50 inches thick, strongly cemented in the upper portion, and softer with increasing depth. Below 
the caliche layer are mixed alluvial deposits. Approximately 20% of this association is attributed to 
Turney and Berino soils, sand dunes, eroded sections where indurated caliche is less than 20 inches below 
the surface, and sandy soils that are deeper than 40 inches.  
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Figure 5. Soils, Water Resources, and Vegetation of the Action Area. 
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The Copia-Nations complex, 1 to 3 percent slopes, is another extensive soil type within the action area 
and is mapped north and west of the project area. This soil complex consists of Copia and similar soils 
(50%), Nations and similar soils (35%), and other minor components (15%). Copia soils are found in 
shrub-coppice dunes and hill slopes with a parent material of deep Eolian sands. Nations soils occur in 
alluvial flats with a parent material of Eolian sands over alluvium. Subsoils of fine sandy loam and 
cemented material extend to depths of approximately 25 and 36 inches, respectively within the Nation 
complex. Minor components of the Copia-Nations complex include Mcnew soils, Hueco soils, and Patriot 
soils. Other soils that exist within the action area are described in Table 3.  

Table 3. Description of Soils Identified in the Action Area 

Soil Unit Name and Description 
Area 

(acres) 
Percentage of  
Action Area 

Hueco-Wink association, hummocky 36,109.9 59.30 

Copia-Nations complex, 1 to 3 percent slopes 13,594.4 22.32 

Dune land 2,797.0 4.59 

Wink association, level 2,011.5 3.30 

Copia-Mcnew-Pendero complex, 1 to 5 percent slopes 1,425.3 2.34 

Copia-Patriot complex, 2 to 5 percent slopes 1,075.0 1.77 

Simona association, undulating 909.7 1.49 

Elizario-Copia complex, 2 to 5 percent slopes 890.0 1.46 

Pendero fine sand, 2 to 5 percent slopes 770.1 1.26 

Pendero-Copia-Nations complex, 2 to 5 percent slopes 376.8 0.62 

Hueco loamy fine sand, 1 to 3 percent slopes 300.3 0.49 

Rock outcrop-Lozier association 220.3 0.36 

Infantry-Sonic complex, 3 to 10 percent slopes 161.2 0.27 

Lozier association, hilly 102.4 0.17 

Crossen gravelly fine sandy loam, 2 to 5 percent slopes 82.7 0.14 

Reyab silt loam, 1 to 3 percent slopes 22.7 0.04 

Wessly-Copia complex, 1 to 3 percent slopes 15.0 0.02 

Mcnew-Copia-Foxtrot complex, 1 to 5 percent slopes 11.7 0.02 

Bissett-Rock outcrop complex, 35 to 65 percent slopes 9.9 0.02 

Pits 9.8 0.02 

5.1.7 Existing Water Resources 

West Texas has an arid climate, and aside from the major river drainages of the Rio Grande and the Pecos 
River, there are limited water resources within the region. El Paso County lies within the Rio Grande 
Basin watershed, and the action area is approximately 11 miles northeast of the Rio Grande, which runs 
northwest to southeast of the action area. Based on the background review of the USFWS National 
Wetlands Inventory data and the National Hydrologic Dataset, there are no significant bodies of water 
present within the action area. There are three very small isolated, ephemeral ponds totaling 1.5 acres 
within the action area (0.06 percent of the action area) (Figure 5). Specifically, two old stock tanks 
approximately 0.47 acre and 0.05 acre and one dry detention basin approximately 0.96 acre are present 
within the action area. These waterbodies are dry the vast majority of the year and the surrounding habitat 
is contiguous with the habitat throughout the action area. 
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5.1.8 Vegetation 

The majority of the action area falls within the Mesquite-Sandsage Shrub plant community, with a smaller 
portion made up of the Tobosa-Black Grama Grassland plant community (Figure 5). The Mesquite-
Sandsage Shrub is distributed across the sandy soils of the western Trans-Pecos Region of El Paso and 
Hudspeth Counties (McMahan et al. 1984). Common plants associated this vegetation type include 
fourwing saltbush (Atriplex spp.), soaptree yucca (Yucca elata), mormon tea (Ephedra viridis Coville), 
sotol (Dasylirion spp.), sand dropseed (Sporobolus cryptandrus), mesa dropseed (S. flexuosus), spike 
dropseed (S. contractus), blue grama (Bouteloua gracilis), chino grama (B. ramosa), broom snakeweed 
(Gutierrezia sarothrae), and devil’s claw (Proboscidea parviflora).  

The Tobosa-Black Grama Grassland is distributed within the low-lying plains of the Trans-Pecos Region 
(McMahan et al. 1984). Common plants associated with this vegetation type include blue grama, sideoats 
grama (B. curtipendula), hairy grama (B. hirsuta), burrograss (Scleropogon brevifolius), bush muhly 
(Muhlenbergia porteri), Arizona cottontop (Digitaria californica), javelina bush (Condalia ericoides), 
creosotebush (Larrea tridentata), butterflybush (Buddleja L.), soaptree yucca, whitethorn acacia (Acacia 
constricta), cholla (Cylindropuntia spp.), broom snakeweed, and rough menodora (Menodora scabra). 

5.2 Protected Species 

5.2.1 Endangered, Threatened, and Candidate Species List 

The USFWS and TPWD maintain the list of protected species and the critical habitat that is known to 
occur in each Texas county. These species are currently listed or are proposed for listing as endangered  
or threatened under the ESA (16 USC 1531 et seq.). The list also includes candidate species proposed as 
threatened or endangered. The ESA specifically prohibits the “take” of a listed species. Take is defined  
as “to harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, kill, trap, capture, or collect, or to engage in any such 
conduct.” Only species listed by the USFWS are afforded protection under the ESA. The ESA-listed 
species evaluated in this BA were based on the list of endangered, threatened, and candidate species for 
El Paso County, Texas, available at the USFWS website (USFWS 2012a and TPWD 2012c). Christina 
Williams at USFWS Ecological Services in Austin, Texas and Jessica Schmerler with TPWD verified the 
list on August 28, 2013 via personal communication. Although species listed as candidate are not 
currently afforded protection under the ESA, one such species was also addressed in this BA, in the event 
that the species becomes listed during the life of the project. The USFWS and TPWD ESA species list is 
provided in Appendix F and presented in Table 4.  

The USFWS designates critical habitat for ESA-listed species to aid in the recovery of those species.  
The USFWS Critical Habitat Portal was accessed to determine whether any designated critical habitat for 
ESA-listed species occurs within the action area. The results revealed that no designated critical habitat is 
present within the action area and that the closest area of designated critical habitat is more than 80 miles 
away (USFWS 2012b).  

Table 4. Federally Listed Species for El Paso County, Texas 

Common Name Scientific Name 
Species  
Group 

Listing Status 

Interior least tern Sterna antillarum athalassos Bird Endangered 

Mexican spotted owl Strix occidentalis lucida Bird Threatened 
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Table 4. Federally Listed Species for El Paso County, Texas 

Common Name Scientific Name 
Species  
Group 

Listing Status 

Northern Aplomado falcon Falco femoralis septentrionalis Bird Endangered 

Southwestern willow flycatcher Empidonax traillii extimus Bird Endangered 

Western yellow-billed cuckoo Coccyzus americanus occidentalis Bird Candidate 

Rio Grande silvery minnow Hybognathus amarus Fish Endangered 

Black bear Ursus americanus Mammal Eastern Texas Population: Threatened 
by Similarity of Appearance Western 
Texas Population: Not Listed 

Black-footed ferret Mustela nigripes Mammal Endangered 

Gray wolf Canis lupus Mammal Endangered 

Sneed’s pincushion cactus Escobaria sneedii var. sneedii Plant Endangered 

 
Of these 10 species, only the TPWD lists the federally listed Rio Grande silvery minnow (Hybognathus 
amarus), black bear (Ursus americanus), black-footed ferret (Mustela nigripes), and gray wolf (Canis 
lupus) as having the potential to occur in El Paso County. These four species are briefly discussed below; 
however, they will not be discussed in more detail in this BA because of the rationale provided below. 

Only an experimental population of the Rio Grande silvery minnow, which is listed by the USFWS as 
non-essential and not endangered, occurs along the Rio Grande in Texas from Little Box Canyon south of 
Fort Quitman to Amistad Dam and along the Pecos River from its confluence with Independence Creek to 
its confluence with the Rio Grande. According to the USFWS (2012c), the Rio Grande silvery minnow 
experimental population in Texas is known to or believed to occur in Brewster, Hudspeth, Jeff Davis, 
Presidio, and Terrell Counties. This range does not include El Paso County; thus, this species would not 
occur within the action area for the proposed project. 

The USFWS lists the Louisiana black bear (U. a. luteolus), a subspecies, as threatened and considers the 
entire black bear species within the historical range of the Louisiana black bear as threatened, by 
similarity of appearance to a threatened taxon. Historically, black bears were distributed throughout the 
state, but only a remnant population occurs in the mountainous areas of the Trans-Pecos. The subspecies 
found in the mountainous areas of the Trans-Pecos Region and northward along the New Mexican border 
is U. a. amblyceps, and the Trans-Pecos Ecoregion is not included in the historical range of the Louisiana 
black bear (Campbell 2003; Schmidly 2004). Thus, any black bears potentially found in El Paso County 
or the action area for this proposed project would not be afforded federal protection. 

Historically, the range of the black-footed ferret in Texas extended throughout most of the northwestern 
one-third of Texas, Trans-Pecos, and Rolling Plains east and southeast of those areas (Schmidly 2004). 
The distribution of the black-footed ferret coincided with the range of black-tailed prairie dogs (Cynomys 
ludovicianus). The black-footed ferret is now extirpated from Texas, with the last record from Bailey 
County in 1963. Experimental populations have been established in other states (USFWS 2012d). 
Therefore, the black-footed ferret does not occur in El Paso County or the action area for this proposed 
project. 

The distribution of the gray wolf formerly extended over the western two-thirds of Texas, but this species 
is now extirpated in Texas. The last record of gray wolf occurring in Texas was 1970 (Schmidly 2004). 
Reintroductions of the gray wolf have occurred in Arizona and New Mexico, and there has been 
discussion to reintroduce gray wolves to Big Bend National Park, but none have been released (Schmidly 
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2004; USFWS 2012e). All reintroduced populations are classified as experimental and nonessential, not 
endangered. Thus, the gray wolf does not occur in El Paso County or the action area for this proposed 
project. 

5.2.2 Endangered, Threatened, and Candidate Species Descriptions 

A brief description, including listing status, life history, habitat requirements, population status, and 
current and historical range information, of the remaining six federally endangered, threatened, and 
candidate species and their habitat requirements are described below.  

INTERIOR LEAST TERN 

Interior least tern (Sterna antillarum athalassos) was listed as endangered by the USFWS in 1985.  
This shorebird is the smallest of the North American terns, averaging 8 to 10 inches in length, and 
breeding adults are characterized by gray above and white below, black cap, black nape and eye strip, 
white forehead, yellow bill with a dark tip, and yellow to orange legs. Least terns feed on small fish and 
invertebrates in shallow waters near their breeding colony (TPWD 2012c).  

There are three subspecies of least terns recognized in the United States, which are differentiated by  
their separate breeding ranges. The interior least tern breeds along the Missouri, Mississippi, Colorado, 
Arkansas, Red, and Rio Grande river systems and at reservoirs around San Angelo in Tom Green County, 
Lake Amistad in Val Verde County, and Falcon Reservoir in Zapata County, Texas (Lockwood and 
Freeman 2004; TPWD 2012c). The interior least tern prefers nesting on sandbars, islands, salt flat, and 
bare or sparsely vegetated sand, shell, and gravel beaches associated with braided streams, rivers, and 
interior reservoirs where prey sources (i.e., fish) are present. As these optimal nesting sites disappear, 
least terns use human-made sites, such as sand and gravel pits, large, expansive, shallow wastewater 
treatment plants, and inland beaches, again where prey sources are found. Nesting sites require nearby 
aquatic sources with fish populations for prey (TPWD 2012c). This species migrates to its wintering 
grounds along the coast of Central America and northern South America, and it is a rare winter resident 
on the coast of Texas (Lockwood and Freeman 2004; TPWD 2012c).  

MEXICAN SPOTTED OWL 

The Mexican spotted owl (Strix occidentalis lucida) was listed as threatened by the USFWS in 1993 
because of habitat loss and alteration. Mexican spotted owls are a large brown and mottled owl averaging 
17.5 inches long and are characterized by black eyes, irregular brown and white spots over much of their 
body, and brown tails with thin white bands. The diet of Mexican spotted owls comprises woodrats 
(Neotoma sp.), pocket gophers (Family Geomyidae), birds, and insects (TPWD 2012c). 

In Texas, this species occurs only in the Guadalupe and Davis Mountains of west Texas; however, this 
owl has also been reported in El Paso County during the fall and winter months (Oberholser 1974, 
Lockwood and Freeman 2004). Mexican spotted owls require mature, old-growth forests of southwestern 
white pine (Pinus strobiformis), Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menxiesii), and ponderosa pine (Pinus 
ponderosa) located on steep slopes and canyons with rocky cliffs (TPWD 2012c). Nests are generally 
found in the north- or east-facing slopes or on cliffs at elevations of 5,000 to 7,000 feet amsl in deep, cool 
canyons, and consist of stick platforms made by other birds, natural platforms (such as mistletoe) or 
caves, crevices, or potholes of cliffs (Cartron 2010). Mexican spotted owls lay one to three eggs in March 
or April, and owlets leave their nests approximately 35 days after hatching (TPWD 2012c).  
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NORTHERN APLOMADO FALCON 

Listed as endangered in 1986, the northern Aplomado falcon is a medium-sized falcon approximately  
14 to 18 inches long with a wingspan of 31 to 40 inches. It is characterized by a steel gray back, a dark 
band on its belly separating the white upper breast from a cinnamon belly, and a distinct, striped facial 
marking. Aplomado falcons are fast fliers that eat mostly birds and insects.  

Aplomado falcons require grassland or savannah habitat with scattered honey mesquite (Prosopis 
glandulosa), yuccas (Family Yucca), and cactus bordered by woodlands or forests (Cartron 2010).  
This species does not build their own nests but use stick nests built by other birds. In the Chihuahuan 
Desert, nests are typically located in soaptree yucca but also have occurred in Torrey’s yucca (Y. torreyi), 
honey mesquite, and netleaf hackberry (Celtis reticulata); most nests are found in large, complex soaptree 
yuccas (Cartron 2010). Aplomado falcons lay two to three eggs from February to June, and nestlings 
fledge approximately 4 to 5 weeks after hatching (Cartron 2010). Current range data for the Aplomado 
falcon include south Texas and the Trans-Pecos Region but do not include El Paso County (TPWD 
2012d).  

Since 1997, over 100 captive-reared young have been released annually by The Peregrine Fund. This 
effort is concentrated along the Texas Gulf Coast. Reintroductions are on-going in New Mexico and 
Texas, including private lands in the Trans-Pecos Region and south Texas; however, no reintroductions in 
El Paso County have occurred to date per communications with USFWS Austin Ecological Services 
Office and The Peregrine Fund 2013 (The Peregrine Fund 2013). 

SOUTHWESTERN WILLOW FLYCATCHER 

The southwestern willow flycatcher is approximately 5.75 inches long and has a grayish green back and 
wings, two wingbars, whitish throat, light gray-olive breast, and pale yellowish belly (USFWS 2012f). 
The eye ring is faint or absent, and the upper mandible is dark and the lower is light. Primarily their song, 
a sneezy “fitz-bew,” distinguishes this subspecies from other willow flycatchers. Southwestern willow 
flycatchers are insectivorous and primarily catch insects while flying or hovering to glean them from 
foliage in dense riparian vegetation (USFWS 2012f). 

This species migrates to North America by mid-May to breed, and it returns to its wintering grounds 
between August and September. Southwestern willow flycatchers breed in dense riparian tree and shrub 
communities associated with rivers, lakes, reservoirs, and other wetlands (USFWS 2012f). This species 
constructs nests in native and non-native vegetation, including willows (Salix spp.), seepwillow 
(Baccharis salicifolia), saltcedar (Tamarix spp.), cottonwood (Populus spp.), and Russian olive 
(Elaeagnus angustifolia). Current range and distribution data for the southwestern willow flycatcher 
include southwestern Texas and the Trans-Pecos Region, including El Paso County. 

WESTERN YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO 

The range of the yellow-billed cuckoo in Texas is state-wide (Lockwood and Freeman 2004), but the 
differentiation between the subspecies, the eastern yellow-billed cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus 
americanus) and western yellow-billed cuckoo (C. a. occidentalis), is difficult unless the bird is in hand, 
since the ranges of these subspecies likely overlap in Texas. The western distinct population segment of 
the yellow-billed cuckoo is listed as a candidate species by the USFWS, and in Texas, this status applies 
only to western populations beyond the Pecos River drainage. As a federal candidate species, the western 
yellow-billed cuckoo is not afforded legal protection by the USFWS. In November 2012, the USFWS 
stated that they are working on a proposed listing rule that they expect to publish prior to making the next 
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annual resubmitted petition 12-month finding, which is scheduled for fiscal year 2013 (Federal Register 
2012). 

This species is a secretive, slow-moving bird that can vanish into foliage; thus, yellow-billed cuckoos are 
difficult to observe (Howell and Webb 1995). Western yellow-billed cuckoo occur in Texas from April  
to October (Oberholser 1974), and the breeding season extends from mid-May to late September.  
This species breeds in riparian habitat and associated drainages, springs, developed wells, earthen ponds 
supporting mesic vegetation, and deciduous woodlands with cottonwoods and willows. The nests of 
western yellow-billed cuckoo have been found in mesquite, willow, cottonwood, and hackberry (Celtis 
sp.). Current range and distribution data for the southwestern willow flycatcher include southwestern 
Texas and the Trans-Pecos Region, including El Paso County. 

SNEED’S PINCUSHION CACTUS 

Sneed’s (also known as Sneed) pincushion cactus occurs in xeric limestone outcrops on rocky slopes  
that are usually steep. This endemic species inhabits desert mountain ranges of the Chihuahuan Desert, 
succulent shrublands, or grasslands (Poole et al. 2007). The elevational range for this species is between 
3,900 and 7,770 feet amsl. Sneed’s pincushion cactus can have 10 to over 100 stems that form into dense 
clumps (Poole et al. 2007). This cactus appears snowy white and bristly with spherical to cylindrical 
stems that are 1.0–5.3 inches (2.5–13.5 cm) long and 0.5–1.8 inches (1.2–4.5 cm) in diameter.  
The needle-like spines obscure the stem because of their density, and they are 0.1–0.6 inch (3–15 mm) 
long. The flowers are whitish to pinkish and 0.4–1.0 inch (1.1–2.5 cm) long, and flowering occurs 
between April and September. The fruit are crimson red or green, cylindrical to obovoid in shape, and 
0.3–0.6 inch (6.5–15.5 mm) long. 

The current range and distribution of Sneed’s pincushion cactus includes El Paso County, Texas, and two 
counties in New Mexico (Doña Ana and Eddy). For El Paso and Doña Ana Counties, this species is 
known to occur at approximately 10 locations on rocky slopes and in crevices within the Chihuahuan 
Desert of the Franklin Mountains (TPWD 2012e). 

5.2.3 Texas Natural Diversity Database Results 

The results of the Texas Natural Diversity Database records review for El Paso County were received 
from the TPWD on March 8, 2012. No elements of occurrence (EOs) for federally listed species were 
identified within the action area.  The closest EO of a federally listed species is of Sneed’s pincushion 
cactus (EO ID 6736), located approximately 14 miles west of the action area. All of the other EOs for 
Sneed’s pincushion cactus are located in and around the Franklin Mountains, approximately 4 miles west 
of the action area. No other EOs for federally listed species are reported for El Paso County; however, the 
lack of data does not necessarily indicate the absence of occurrence for threatened or endangered species 
within the action area. 

The only EOs occurring within the action area are for Wheeler’s spurge (Chamaesyce geyeri var. 
wheeleriana), which is not a federally listed species but instead is a rare plant species listed by TPWD. 
The EO records for Wheeler’s spurge indicate this species was last observed in 1952 (EO ID 8587), 1961 
(EO ID 5919), and 1972 (EO ID 9084). Wheeler’s spurge occurs in areas of sparse vegetation and loose 
eolian quartz sand on reddish sand dunes or coppice mounds (TPWD 2012c). Current suitable habitat for 
this species does exist within the action area (since sandy dunes are present). However, these EOs are 
historical (over 37 years old), and no individuals of this species were observed during field 
reconnaissance, although a species-specific survey was not conducted because it is not a federally listed 
species. The proposed project could impact individuals of this species, if present. Wheeler’s spurge is not 
afforded protection under the ESA or state laws; thus, no mitigation is proposed for this species. 
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6.0 PROTECTED SPECIES HABITAT EVALUATION 

Results of both the field survey data obtained from the March 14, 2012, January 16-17, 2013, and April 
17, 2013 field reconnaissance and information obtained through the detailed desktop review as described 
in Section 3 (Methods) above were used to prepare this evaluation. The following sections describe the 
vegetation communities observed in the action area and the analysis of the potential for species addressed 
in this BA to occur in the action area. 

6.1 Plant Communities Observed 

Vegetation association and habitat of the action area are associated primarily with the mesquite-sandsage 
scrub vegetation community (McMahan et al. 1984). This vegetation community exhibits scattered, low 
density surface cover, with highest species diversity occurring with seasonal patterns. Honey mesquite 
(Prosopis glandulosa var. torreyi) and sandsage (Artemisia filifolia) represent the dominant plant species 
in this vegetation community.  

The mesquite-sandsage shrub vegetation community is distributed across sandy soils of El Paso County 
(McMahan et al. 1984). Other common plant species include four-wing saltbush (Atriplex canescens), 
soaptree yucca (Yucca elata), Mormon tea (Ephedra viridis), sotol (Dasylirion leiophyllum), sand 
dropseed (Sporobolus cryptandrus), blue grama (Bouteloua gracilis), chino grama (Bouteloua ramosa), 
broom snakeweed (Gutierrezia sarothrae), and devil’s claw (Proboscidea parviflora). 

Review of the action area and surrounding landforms is consistent with descriptive nomenclature of the 
area. Data were recorded in the site visit to document species composition and densities present.  
The dominant species across the area were honey mesquite, four wing saltbush, and Russian thistle 
(Salsola kahli). The vegetation community across the action area exhibited near uniformity in species 
composition. A small, localized complex of sandsage was identified southeast of the proposed plant site.  

Most of the action area has been impacted by prior land use from the surrounding community and existing 
infrastructure. Existing electrical distribution and transmission infrastructure is located along portions of 
the proposed transmission route alternatives. Additionally, numerous paved and unpaved road surfaces 
are located through the action area as well as abutting residential development lots. Throughout the action 
area, an abundance of localized trash disposal sites and widespread plastic bags from windblown dispersal 
were noted.  

In regard to species ecology and the result of disturbances, exotic and noxious species are abundant in 
much of the action area. Russian thistle was a dominant herbaceous species found throughout the action 
area. Rabbitbush (Ericameria nauseosa) is a native species, but proliferates in altered landscape regimes. 
It was found growing in highest densities near surfaces where sand deposits were absent.  

Parts of the project area further from disturbed surfaces exhibited greater vegetation matrices with fewer 
invasive species present. These areas had an occupation of shrub species such as creosote (Larrea 
tridentata) and four-wing saltbush associated with honey mesquite communities. Within these 
communities, grasses such as ear muhly (Muhlenbergia arenacea) were common. 
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6.2 Protected Species Habitat Analysis 

6.2.1 Interior Least Tern 

The interior least tern is not known to breed in El Paso County (TPWD 2012c), and is considered a rare 
migrant in the region (Peterson and Zimmer 1998).  In general, any least terns migrating through El Paso 
County should occur outside of the action area because they would be expected to follow the riparian 
corridor of the Rio Grande as they utilize aquatic habitats and primarily eat small fish (Thompson et al. 
1997; Schweitzer and Leslie 2000). The 1.5 acres of existing water resources in the action area are 
ephemeral in nature and are not large enough, nor do they have the habitat or prey sources necessary to 
attract interior least terns to the area. 

Two 20- to 21-acre solar evaporation ponds will be constructed for the proposed project. Little 
information is provided on the specific interaction of interior least terns on solar evaporation ponds. 
However, it is considered possible that these ponds would be large enough to very occasionally attract the 
attention of rare migrant least terns. The evaporation ponds will not be stocked with or conducive for fish 
or brine shrimp populations due to the shallow nature, which increases surface area, and constant 
circulation, which maintains a stable pH (between 7 and 8), TDS levels (around 8,000 parts per million), 
and vastly reduces the potential for algal growth. Therefore, the potential for the tern’s main prey source 
(i.e., fish populations) to persist in the evaporation ponds is eliminated. In addition, the area surrounding 
the evaporation ponds will be denuded of vegetation and will be covered with fill materials such as 
caliche and large rocky riprap, making the area unsuitable for interior least tern as they prefer softer, more 
pliable soils such as sand, silty, or other fine soils for roosting and nesting. Thus, if on the rare chance an 
interior least tern would fly over the action area, it would investigate the ponds (i.e., circle the pond to 
search for fish), determine no food sources are present, and continue on. It is not expected that terns 
would loaf in or consume brine water from the evaporation ponds or nest or roost adjacent to the ponds 
(San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development Commission 2005). Therefore, the interior least tern 
would only occur in the action area as a rare fly over and would not be expected to utilize habitat in the 
action area. 

6.2.2 Mexican Spotted Owl 

The Mexican spotted owl is unlikely to occur in the project or action area because suitable habitat,  
(i.e., heavily vegetated canyons or forests), to support this species is not present within the project and/or 
action area for this proposed project. Furthermore, this species is not currently known to occur in El Paso 
County (TPWD 2012c). Therefore, the Mexican spotted owl is unlikely to occur in the project and/or 
action area for this proposed project.  

6.2.3 Northern Aplomado Falcon 

Although plant species, i.e., honey mesquite and yuccas, associated with habitats used by the northern 
Aplomado falcon are present in the action area, no grassland or savannah habitat, which is preferred by 
this species, is present. Thus, the current habitat of action area would not be suitable for this species. In 
addition, the yuccas within the action area are not mature enough to support nesting for this species. 
Furthermore, this species is not currently known to occur in El Paso County (TPWD 2012c). Therefore, 
the northern Aplomado falcon is unlikely to occur in the project and/or action area for this proposed 
project.  



28 

6.2.4 Southwestern Willow Flycatcher 

Although the southwestern willow flycatcher is known to occur in El Paso County, the areas they occupy 
are specifically along water courses, such as the Rio Grande, where suitable, dense riparian vegetation, 
saturated soils, and standing water are present (USFWS 2012f). The action area for the proposed project 
does not contain suitable habitat features required to support this species. The closest appropriate 
breeding habitat is along the Rio Grande, approximately 11 miles to the southwest of the action area. Two 
20- to 21-acre solar evaporation ponds will be constructed for the proposed project; however, vegetation 
will be actively denuded in the vicinity of these ponds, making the area highly unsuitable for use by 
southwestern willow flycatchers. Therefore, the southwestern willow flycatcher is unlikely to occur in the 
action area for this proposed project. 

6.2.5 Western Yellow-billed Cuckoo 

Although the western yellow-billed cuckoo is known to occur in El Paso County, the areas they occupy 
are along water courses, such as the Rio Grande, where suitable riparian vegetation, saturated soils, and 
standing water exist (TPWD 2012c). The action area for the proposed project does not contain similar 
habitat features required to support this riparian woodland species. It instead contains dry scrub-
shrub/barren habitat that would make the area highly unsuitable for use by western yellow-billed cuckoos. 
Thus, the western yellow-billed cuckoo is unlikely to occur in the action area for the proposed project.  

6.2.6 Sneed’s Pincushion Cactus 

Although the action area contains Chihuahuan Desert vegetation, no steep, rocky slopes with limestone 
are present. Sneed’s pincushion cactus is known to occur in approximately 10 locations within the 
Franklin Mountains, which are approximately 14 miles west of the action area. Although a small portion 
of the Hueco Mountains is located in the northeastern portion of the action area, surveys in those 
mountains have not revealed the presence of the Sneed’s pincushion cactus (U.S. Army 2001), likely due 
to the difference in suitable substrates for this species, i.e., limestone types, that are likely not present in 
the action area. Therefore, this species is unlikely to occur within the action area for the proposed project. 

6.2.7 Migratory Birds  

Migratory birds were observed during the 2012 field reconnaissance of the project area, including red-
tailed hawk (Buteo jamaicensis), Gambel’s quail (Callipepla gambelii), and lark bunting (Calamospiza 
melanocorys). No nests were observed; however, the desert habitats present in the action area do contain 
suitable nesting habitat for numerous species of migratory birds. Thus, several species of migratory birds 
could be present within the action area of the proposed project.  

7.0 AIR QUALITY ANALYSIS RESULTS 

7.1 Estimated Total Annual Emission Rate Overview 

An analysis of estimated air quality impacts from the proposed project was completed by Trinity (2012a, 
2012b). The analysis included criteria pollutant emissions calculations from the following sources: four 
combustion turbines, two cooling towers, the firewater pump engine, fugitive emissions of ammonia from 
piping components, and the diesel storage tank (Trinity 2012b). Tables 5 and 6 present the results of this 
air emissions analysis. 
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Table 5. Summary of Estimated Criteria Pollutant Emission Rates for the 
Proposed Project 

Emission Point Emission 
Emission Rate  

(tpy) 

Combustion Turbine 1 CO  36.85 

NOx  24.08 

PM/PM10/PM2.5 15.00 

SO2 1.50 

VOC 5.48 

NH3 16.75 

H2SO4 0.12 

Combustion Turbine 2 CO 36.85 

NOx 24.08 

PM/PM10/PM2.5 15.00 

SO2 1.50 

VOC 5.48 

NH3 16.75 

H2SO4 0.12 

Combustion Turbine 3 CO  36.85 

 NOx  24.08 

 PM/PM10/PM2.5 15.00 

 SO2 1.50 

 VOC 5.48 

 NH3 16.75 

 H2SO4 0.12 

Combustion Turbine 4 CO 36.85 

 NOx 24.08 

 PM/PM10/PM2.5 15.00 

 SO2 1.50 

 VOC 5.48 

 NH3 16.75 

 H2SO4 0.12 

Cooling Tower 1 PM 0.78 

 PM10 0.25 

 PM2.5 <0.01 

Cooling Tower 2 PM 0.78 

 PM10 0.25 

 PM2.5 <0.01 

Firewater Pump Engine CO 0.01 

 NOx 0.05 
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Table 5. Summary of Estimated Criteria Pollutant Emission Rates for the 
Proposed Project 

Emission Point Emission 
Emission Rate  

(tpy) 

 PM/PM10/PM2.5 <0.01 

 SO2 0.02 

 VOC <0.01 

Ammonia Fugitives NH3 0.02 

Diesel Storage Tank VOC <0.01 

Source: Trinity 2012b, 2012c. Note: H2SO4 = sulfuric acid; NH3 = ammonium; SO2 = sulfur dioxide;  
VOC = volatile organic compound; PM = particulate matter. 

 
 

Table 6. Summary of Estimated Emission Limits for the Proposed Project 

Source Emission Limit Averaging Period 

Each Combustion Turbine  
(Four total for proposed project) 

NOx  2.5 ppmvd @15% O2 3-hour 

 CO 6.0 ppmvd @15% O2 3-hour 

 PM/PM10/PM2.5 6.0 lb/hr 1-hour 

 SO2 0.6 gr S/100 scf fuel N/A 

Note: ppmvd @15% O2 = parts per million volume dry at 15% of oxygen in its molecular form; gr S/100 scf fuel = grains  
of sulfur per 100 square cubic foot of fuel; N/A = not applicable. 

7.2 Area of Impact Dispersion Modeling Results 

Significance analysis dispersion modeling for air emissions from the proposed project was conducted by 
Trinity for the proposed project (Trinity 2012d). The following sections provide information related the 
methods and results for the significance analysis. 

7.2.1 Dispersion Modeling Methods 

The air quality analysis for the proposed project followed the TCEQ modeling guidelines and the EPA 
guidelines at 40 CFR Part 51, Appendix W, Guidelines on Air Quality Models (TCEQ 1999). The EPA’s 
American Meteorological Society/Environmental Protection Agency Regulatory Model (AERMOD, 
version 12060) was used for this air quality analysis. Specific details of the modeling methodology  
(PSD Air Quality Analysis – El Paso Electric Company’s Montana Power Station) were submitted to 
TCEQ and copied to EPA under separate cover on September 12, 2012. For this project, a PSD air quality 
analysis was triggered for the emissions of the following criteria pollutants: CO, NO2, PM10, and PM2.5. 
PSD air quality dispersion modeling analyses are organized into two major subsections based on EPA 
modeling guidance: the Significance Analysis and the Full Impact Analysis. In accordance with EPA 
guidance, the Significance Analysis considers the criteria pollutant emissions associated only with the 
proposed project to determine whether they will have a significant impact on the surrounding area. In the 
Significance Analysis, the modeled ground-level concentrations are compared with the corresponding 
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significant impact levels (SILs). Only if the Significance Analysis indicates that modeled ground-level 
concentrations for a particular pollutant and averaging period are greater than the applicable SIL does a 
Full Impact Analysis need to be performed. A Full Impact Analysis is limited to those receptors where  
the Significance Analysis indicates that modeled ground-level concentrations are greater than the SILs 
(“significant receptors”) due to emissions from the proposed project. A Full Impact Analysis consists  
of two parts, a PSD National Ambient Air Quality Standard (NAAQS) Analysis and a PSD Increment 
Analysis. If a Full Impact Analysis is triggered, emissions from nearby sources are incorporated into the 
model for both the PSD NAAQS and PSD Increment Analyses, and monitored background 
concentrations are added to the modeling results for the PSD NAAQS Analyses as part of the ambient  
air quality impact assessment at the significant receptors. 

7.2.2 Dispersion Modeling Results 

Based on emissions calculations, CO, NOx, particulate matter (PM), PM10, and PM2.5 are the only criteria 
pollutant emissions from the proposed project that exceed the significant emission rates (Table 7), and 
therefore, must be included in the air dispersion modeling analysis for the facility. Trinity conducted 
dispersion modeling of air emissions for these pollutants (Trinity 2012d). The results of the modeling 
analysis demonstrated that all pollutants and averaging periods were below the significant impact level 
(SIL), except for the 24-hour PSD Increment averaging period for PM2.5. The results of the air dispersion 
modeling analysis demonstrated that air quality impacts from the proposed project will be insignificant 
(i.e., below the all applicable SILs) at a distance beyond 0.7 km from the plant site property boundary. 
Therefore, the establishment of the 1-kilometer buffer area around the plant site for the purposed of 
establishing the biological assessment action area provides a conservative approach to ensure all potential 
air quality impacts are evaluated. 

Table 7. Summary of Modeled Air Quality Impacts for the Proposed Project, Compared with Applicable 
Significant Impact Levels 

Emission 
Significant Emission 

Rate per PSD 
Guidelines (tpy) 

Exceeds Significant 
Emission Rate?  

(Yes or No) 

Exceeds Significant Impact 
Levels (SILs)?  

(Yes or No) 

Exceeds Significant Impact 
Levels >1 mile?  

(Yes or No) 

CO  100 Yes No No 

NOx  40 Yes No No 

PM 25 Yes No No 

PM10 15 Yes No No 

PM2.5 10 Yes Yes, but only for the 24-hour 
averaging period 

No 

SO2 40 No No No 

VOC 40 No No No 

H2SO4 Mist 7 No No No 

Note: H2SO4 = sulfuric acid; SO2 = sulfur dioxide; VOC = volatile organic compound.  
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8.0 EFFECTS OF THE PROPOSED ACTION 

The following sections present the effects analysis for protected species from the construction and 
operation of the proposed project.  

8.1 Air Pollution Effects Background Research 

A literature review was conducted regarding the effects from air pollution on flora and fauna in order  
to complete an effects analysis for the proposed project. Air pollution contaminant types that were 
researched in this literature review incorporated only those associated with this proposed project. 
Furthermore, this review focused on potential impacts to plants and wildlife but did not include human-
related effects, and it also focused on potential terrestrial impacts since no aquatic systems are present 
within the action area. Lastly, since this proposed project did not have the potential for ESA-listed species 
to occur in the action area, the species-specific research portion of this review focused on the potential 
effects to migratory birds, their habitats, including plants, and their food sources because they were the 
only protected species with the potential to present and thus potentially affected by the proposed project. 
However, very little specific information regarding the sensitivity of soils, plants, or animals, which have 
been discussed in this report as known to this region of Texas, was found during the extensive literature 
review. 

Generalized conclusions regarding the effects of air pollution on biodiversity of ecosystems include 
1) lower life forms are usually more affected than high life forms; 2) terrestrial plants are normally more 
affected then terrestrial wildlife; and 3) typically, populations of species that are affected decline, but not 
always (Dudley and Stolton 1996). Effects to higher life forms, such as mammals and birds, are usually 
indirect effects to food chain changes or food availability reduction or effects to reproductive success 
(Dudley and Stolton 1996). Many species of animals have at least some level of tolerance to air pollution; 
and for those that are affected, the level of effect can vary from one individual to another (Dudley and 
Stolton 1996).  

Impacts to flora and fauna from air pollutants can be categorized as acute or chronic. Where acute effects 
represent short-term (e.g., 3-hour averaging) exposures to relatively high levels and chronic effects 
represent longer term (e.g., months and years) exposures to lower levels of pollutants (Smith and 
Levenson 1980). Pathways in which air pollutants can have direct and indirect effects on plants and 
animals include: 1) direct exposure to animals; 2) direct exposure to plants; 3) animals can ingest plants 
with toxin on their surfaces; and 4) toxins deposited in soil can be taken up by plants, or animals can 
ingest plants that have undergone uptake of toxins (Smith and Levenson 1980). In addition, these effects 
to species of plants and wildlife from exposures to air pollutants can have varying degrees of effects to 
different species and also vary between individuals of one species (Smith and Levenson 1980). 

Air pollution components including photochemical oxidants, such as NOx, have been shown to affect 
animals, mainly as eye irritation and eye or respiratory injury (Peterson 1982). Research has revealed that 
low-level chronic exposures can be reversible and also that localized tolerance can occur (Peterson 1982). 
Air pollutants in acid form or which have acid-forming properties, such as SO2 and NOx, can be deposited 
in wet (i.e., acid rain) or dry forms (EPA 2012). As SO2 and NOx gases are emitted into the atmosphere, 
they react to form sulfate (SO2), nitrate (NOx), sulfuric acid (SO2), and nitric acid (NOx), which are then 
deposited back to the Earth’s surface as pollutants (Lovett and Tear 2008). Deposition of acid particles, 
wet and dry, can have direct visible effects to plant surfaces from short-term, high level exposure and also 
have adverse metabolic effects from long-term, low level exposure (Peterson 1982). In addition, adverse 
effects of PM pollution include impaired visibility; alteration of ecosystem processes; soil structure 
changes; and the modifications to timing and location of traditional precipitation patterns (EPA 2012). 
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Detrimental effects of sulfur oxides (SOx) pollutants consist of soil and water acidification; direct injury 
to plants through direct exposure by the gaseous pollutant; contributes to particle formation with 
associated effects; and cooling of the atmosphere (EPA 2012; Smith and Levenson 1980). Effects of NOx 
include contributing to soil and water acidification and nutrient enrichment, which can lead to losses in 
biodiversity (EPA 2012). NH3 effects can range from eutrophication of surface water (i.e., the process by 
which a waterbody becomes enriched with dissolved nutrients that promote the growth of aquatic plants, 
and as a result, a depletion of dissolved oxygen can occur); groundwater nitrogen contamination; and a 
role in the formation of nitrate and sulfate particles that have adverse environmental effects (EPA 2012).  

Arid ecosystems, such as low precipitation deserts, are considered nitrogen limiting environments 
(Yahdjian et al. 2011). Nitrogen saturation of an ecosystem is the long-term removal of nitrogen 
limitations on biotic activity, along with a decrease in the ability of nitrogen retention (Fenn et al. 2003). 
This excess in nitrogen availability can in turn affect groundwater quality, eutrophication of waterbodies, 
toxic effects to freshwater flora and fauna, biodiversity changes, nutrient cycling disruptions, and 
increased soil emissions of nitrogen (Fenn et al. 2003).  

Anthropogenic pollutants, such as SO2 and PM, can have a variety of effects to desert ecosystems, 
including degradation of visibility; dry fall contribution to increased nitrogen, which can favor the spread 
of non-native annuals and perennials that in turn changes the composition of vegetation communities; and 
direct damage to plant surfaces. In addition, an increase in nitrogen deposition can increase foliar growth 
in plants, which in turn can increase fuel loads for wildfires and also contribute to invasive species 
proliferation (Fenn et al. 2003). Damage to cryptogrammic soils, which are important in desert 
ecosystems for their soil stabilization, moisture retention, and seed germination protection capabilities, 
can include increased electrolyte loss, degradation of chlorophyll, and a reduction in nitrogen fixation. 
Variation in responses by desert perennials to SO2 and NO2 exposures has included sensitivity by creosote 
bush through reduced growth and leaf injury to intermediate responses by brittlebush (Encelia farinosa) 
and white bursage (Ambrosia dumosa), and also apparent resistance by four-wing saltbush (Atriplex 
canescens) (Lovich and Bainbridge 1999).  

Since the only source of potential dust from the construction and operation of the proposed project is 
related to road use and the initial ground-clearing activities, the literature review of dust effects was 
limited to soil-related dusts and did not include any potential chemical dusts, such as those associated 
with coal dust. These mineral dusts are usually are relatively inert; are not particularly acidic or alkaline; 
are commonly composed of course particles, i.e., large than 2.5 µm in diameter; and usually only have 
effects close to the source, and any potential effects are usually associated with high dust loads (Chaston 
and Doley 2006; Doley and Rossato 2010). The deposition of dust on plants has been shown to impact 
plants in the following ways: reduced light penetration on the leaf surface, increased leaf temperature, 
decreased photosynthesis, increased transpiration, and inhibition of growth (Chaston and Doley 2006; 
Doley and Rossato 2010; Sharifi et al. 1997). 

8.2 Air Quality Effects 

8.2.1 Emissions 

As shown in Sections 7.0 through 7.2.2, this proposed project will have emissions that are above the 
Significant Emission Rate (SER). However, these emissions will not exceed the SILs greater than 0.7-
kilometer from the source, i.e., the proposed project. Therefore impacts from emissions are limited to a 1-
kilometer radius from the fence line and any interrelated actions (i.e., linear facilities) extending beyond 
this radius. Thus, impacts of increased CO, NOx, and PM/PM10/PM2.5 could have direct and indirect 
effects on species present in a portion of the action area. These effects could include increased nitrogen 
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levels, which could have direct, short-term effects by damaging plant surfaces and also have long-term 
effects by changing the plant community composition, disrupting nutrient cycling, and increasing GHG 
soil emissions. An increase in PM levels could also have short-term, direct effect by impairing visibility 
for animals and long-term, indirect effect through the alternation of ecosystem processes and soil 
structure changes. 

8.2.2 Fugitive Dust 

Construction of the proposed project would temporarily increase dust presence in the area, but no dust  
is likely to result during operation of the project since BMPs to control dust during construction and 
operation will be implemented. Thus, the short-term increase during the initial construction would likely 
be negligible in terms of impacts to wildlife (i.e., only migratory birds since they are the only species with 
the potential for presence). 

8.2.3 Impacts of Air Pollution Sources on Flora and Fauna 

As presented in Table 8, none of the proposed project’s emissions will produce higher levels than the 
current ambient/background concentration and also will be below the level of impact to sensitive, 
intermediate, and resistant plant species. However, data regarding the plant species identified in the action 
area were not found in the literature review regarding their sensitivity to air pollution; thus, it is unknown 
where they would fall in this range. Furthermore, no specific data regarding birds and the levels at which 
effects could occur were obtained. Thus, impacts from this proposed project’s emissions are unknown. 
However, since the literature review indicated that air pollution effects could have direct, short-term 
visibility effects and also long-term indirect effects through ecosystem changes, it is possible that this 
project’s emissions could have short- and long-term effects to both plants and animals. The only protected 
species potentially present in the action area are migratory birds; thus, these potential impacts are limited 
to that group. 

Table 8. Background Concentrations, Proposed Emission Levels, and Data for Emission Concentration 
Exposures and the Levels of Effects to Plants 

Emission 
Background/Ambient 
Concentrations 

Averaging 
Time 

Sensitive 
Concentration 
Limits 

Intermediate 
Concentration 
Limits 

Resistant 
Concentration 
Limits 

Project 
Concentrations 
vs. Modeling 
Significance 
Levels7 

CO  2,630 g/m3 

1-hr Concentration1 
1 week 1,000 ppmv 

1,800,000 µg/m3 
N/A 10,000 ppmv 

18,000,000 
µg/m3 

< 0.62 ppmv8 
< 710.0 µg/m3 

NO2  116.3 g/m3 

1-hr Concentration2 
4 hours 2.0 ppmv 

3,760 µg/m3 
5.0 ppmv 
9,400 µg/m3 

9.0 ppmv 
16,920 µg/m3 

< 0.00343 ppmv8 
< 6.45 µg/m3 

 N/A 8 hours 2.0 ppmv 
3,760 µg/m3 

4.0 ppmv 
7,520 µg/m3 

8.0 ppmv 
15,040 µg/m3 

< 0.0279 ppmv8 
< 5.25 µg/m3 

 N/A 1 month 0.3 ppmv 
564 µg/m3 

0.3 ppmv 
564 µg/m3 

0.3 ppmv 
564 µg/m3 

< 0.0072 ppmv8 
< 1.35 µg/m3 

 32.3 g/m3 

Annual Average 
Concentration3 

1 year 0.5–0.10 ppmv 
94–188 µg/m3 

0.5–0.10 ppmv 
94–188 µg/m3 

0.5–0.10 ppmv 
94–188 µg/m3 

< 0.0053 ppmv 
< 1.0 µg/m3 

SO2 21.3 g/m3 
1-hr Concentration4 

1 hour 0.35 ppmv 
917 µg/m3 

N/A N/A < 0.00298 ppmv 
< 7.8 µg/m3 

 17.6 g/m3 

3-hr Concentration5 
3 hours 0.30 ppmv 

786 µg/m3 
0.8 ppmv 
2,096 µg/m3 

5.0 ppmv 
13,100 µg/m3 

< 0.00955 ppmv 
< 25.0 µg/m3 
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 1.8 g/m3 
Annual Concentration6 

1 year 0.07 ppmv 
18 µg/m3 

0.07 ppmv 
18 µg/m3 

0.07 ppmv 
18 µg/m3 

< 0.00038 ppmv 
< 1.0 µg/m3 

Sources: Smith and Levenson 1980; Trinity 2012b, 2012c. Note: ppmv = parts per million volume; N/A = not applicable;  
µg/m3 = micrograms per cubic meter. 
1 The 1-hour CO concentration is the maximum 1-hour concentration from the Ivanhoe Monitor (EPA ID: 48-141-0029) for 2011. 
2 The 1-hour NO2 concentration is the 3-year average of the 98th percentile of the annual distribution of daily maximum 1-hour NO2 concentrations  
for the years 2009–2011 from the Ascarate Park Monitor (EPA ID: 48-141-0055). 
3 The annual NO2 concentration is the annual average NO2 concentration from the Ascarate Park Monitor for 2011. 
4 The 1-hour SO2 concentration is the 3-year average of the 99th percentile of the annual distribution of daily maximum 1-hour SO2 concentrations  
for the years 2009–2011 from the El Paso UTEP Monitor (EPA ID: 48-141-0037). 
5 The 3-hour SO2 concentration is the maximum 3-hour concentration for 2011 from the El Paso UTEP Monitor. 
6 The annual SO2 concentration is the annual average concentration for 2011 from the El Paso UTEP Monitor. 
7 The Class II modeled concentrations for CO, NO2, and SO2 resulting from the proposed plant site are below the corresponding Modeling 
Significance Levels (MSLs) demonstrating insignificant impacts for these criteria pollutants. Significant impacts are defined by ambient concentration 
thresholds commonly referred to as MSLs. Per EPA guidance, if impacts calculated for a particular pollutant due to the new emissions from a facility 
are less than the MSLs for all applicable averaging periods, no further analyses are required for that pollutant (i.e., a NAAQS and PSD Increment 
analysis are not required). 
8 These levels were extrapolated from the 1-hour CO MSL of 2,000 µg/m3 and 1-hour NO2 MSL of 7.5 µg/m3 by using a best-fit exponential trend line 
(y = 1.0076e-0.039x R2 = 0.9923). Although this is not a standard practice in air quality modeling, it was deemed appropriate for this biological analysis 
in order to compare levels within the same averaging time to assess potential impacts.

8.3 Water Quality Effects 

8.3.1 Wastewater 

Once the facility is operational, it would contain an on-site water treatment system and thus be a ZLD 
facility. Wastewater will be handled in the following methods: the blow-down water used for cooling  
the towers, as well as reject water from the reverse osmosis process, would be discharged into the two  
20-acre uncovered evaporation ponds. No chemical contaminants other than total dissolved solids would 
be present in this water and thus within the ponds. Furthermore, water quality monitoring would be 
performed in compliance with wastewater regulations. Vegetation management will occur around the 
ponds to prevent habitat creation. Although, the ponds will represent a new source of water in the action 
area, they will not have the constituent habitat components that would support listed species. The ponds 
will contain brine water, with too high of a salinity level to be capable of supporting fish. In addition, 
vegetation will be actively denuded, making the area highly unsuitable for use by federally listed species. 
Thus, no impacts from wastewater are anticipated due to this proposed project. 

8.3.2 Surface Water 

A 10-acre stormwater retention pond would be constructed to retain stormwater on-site during periods of 
precipitation. No surface waters exist within the project area where construction or operational 
disturbance would occur. In addition, the construction and operation of the proposed project would not 
include any water discharges off-site; thus, no effects on surface water would occur as a result of the 
proposed project.  

8.4 Noise 

8.4.1 Noise Effects Background Research 

A literature review was conducted regarding the effects from an acoustical stimulus, i.e., noise, on 
terrestrial wildlife in order to complete an effects analysis for the proposed project. The nature of 
anthropogenic noise is multifaceted and even more complex in terms of how it affects wildlife.  
The effects can range from habitat use changes, activity pattern changes, increased stress responses, 
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decreased immune responses, decrease foraging efficiency and success, reduced reproductive success, 
increased predation risk, intraspecific diminished communication, and hearing damage (NoiseQuest 2012; 
Pater et al. 2006; USFWS 2012g). These responses can vary, depending on the nature of the sound, 
including sound level, rate of onset, duration, number of events, spectral distribution of sound energy, and 
level of background noise (Pater et al. 2006). Noise is typically presented in terms of decibels (dB), and 
for the majority of noise assessments, including the one completed for the proposed project (SWCA 
2012), it is quantified in terms of dBA, which is an “A-weighted” sound level scale that more closely 
describes how a person perceives sound. Thus, the sound level when defined as dBA does not always 
transfer to wildlife since species groups (that is, owls, bats, birds, and ungulates) have different hearing 
sensitivities and ranges (Pater et al. 2006). Although sound-level data in dB were available for the 
operational equipment, they were not readily available for the construction equipment (Table 9). Other 
considerations for noise effects on wildlife include the ambient or background noise level and how that 
compares with the project’s noise level. Also, the sound from a noise expands outward with roughly a  
6-dB decrease in each distance-doubling increment (Pater et al. 2006). Furthermore, the perceived sound 
level from a noise source can be affected by other factors besides distance from the source, such as source 
noise strength, direction of the source, atmospheric conditions, and topography (Pater et al. 2006; SWCA 
2012). 

Table 9. Sound-Level Data, Presented in dB and dBA for Comparison, Obtained for the Construction and 
Operation of the Proposed Project 

Sound Levels (Leq) 

Sound Source 
At the source 

50 feet  
(0.009 mile) in 
all directions 
from source 

1,200 feet  
(0.23 mile) to 
the west from 

source 

2,800 feet  
(0.53 mile) to 

the south from 
source 

4,100 feet  
(0.78 mile) to 
the east from 

source 

6,500 feet  
(1.23 miles) to the 
north-northeast 

from source 

dBA dB dBA dB dBA dB dBA dB dBA dB dBA dB 

Construction: 
Excavation 

89 N/A 60 N/A 60 N/A 53 N/A 50 N/A 46 N/A 

Construction: 
Foundations 

78 N/A 49 N/A 49 N/A 42 N/A 39 N/A 35 N/A 

Construction: 
Erection 

85 N/A 56 N/A 56 N/A 49 N/A 46 N/A 42 N/A 

Construction: 
Finishing 

89 N/A 60 N/A 60 N/A 50 N/A 50 N/A 46 N/A 

Operation: GE 
LMS 100 power 
block building* 

105.5 119.4 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Operation: GE 
LMS 100 
exhaust stack* 

82.5 98.0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Operation: Wet 
cooling towers* 

107.2 116.4 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Operation: 
Transformers* 

102.0 114.3 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Operation: 
Emergency 
firewater pump 
engine* 

110.3 111.8 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Operation: All 
components† 

N/A 128.0 N/A N/A 31.6–
33.4 

N/A 23.7-
25.6 

N/A 23.3–
25.2 

N/A 0 0 

N/A = not applicable. * Sound-level data from manufacturer specification documentation for other like-kind equipment. 
† Assumes the operation of four GE LMS100 Units, two wet cooling towers, eight transformers, and one emergency firewater pump engine.
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The following information provides some of the wildlife-specific data obtained in the literature research 
in order to better understand how noise levels have the potential to affect wildlife: 

 Bat species can hear well at high frequencies; thus, low frequency noises would not likely affect 
these species (Pater et al. 2006). 

 Animals have been shown to habituate to noise sources once they learn that the noise does not 
pose a threat (Pater et al. 2006). 

 Woodland and grassland bird population declines have been shown to occur between 35 to 48 dB 
(Kaseloo 2006; USFWS 2012g). 

 For the average bird, noise levels 24 to 30 dB above background noise is detectable  
(USFWS 2012g). 

 Bird communication can be affected at levels above 20 dB (USFWS 2012g). 

 Military activity with associated noise levels at 65 dB only had a marginal effect on an 
endangered desert ungulate species, Sonoran pronghorn (Antilocapra americana sonoriensis) 
(Krausman et al. 2004). 

8.4.2 Noise-Related Effects 

As previously discussed, much of the action area, particularly in the project area, has an existing noise 
level of 35 to 65 dBA. Maximum construction noise levels are projected to be 78 to 89 dBA, and 
maximum operational noise levels would range from 82 to 100 dBA. However, these noise levels are at 
the source, and since noise attenuates, the noise levels outside the project area will be much less. At a 
distance of 6,500 feet (1.23 miles) from the project area, the operational noise would attenuate to 0 dBA. 
Currently, the majority of the action area is developed and mostly devoid wildlife habitat; thus, only the 
areas to the north, northwest, and southeast of the project area contain undeveloped areas that could be 
used by wildlife. As stated in the previous sections, only migratory birds are likely to be present within 
the action area. Thus, temporary impacts, e.g., communication disruption, avoidance, and/or 
displacement, from construction noise to any migratory birds present within the immediate vicinity of the 
project area could occur. However, no impacts from operational noise are expected since the levels will 
be minimal and similar to existing conditions. 

8.5 Infrastructure-Related Effects 

In order to construct the proposed project, the entire 260-acre The plant site would be cleared of existing 
vegetation, and interrelated actions would similarly involve ground disturbing activities; consequently, 
removing the existing plants and displacing wildlife. However, the only protected species with the 
potential to be present within the action area are migratory birds. If migratory birds are present during the 
initial construction phases, individuals, nests, or eggs could be affected as a result of the vegetation-
clearing activities. However, EPEC has an active Aviary Compliance Manual and has committed to 
adhering to the MBTA. Thus, if migratory birds are present on-site prior to construction, EPEC will 
obtain the necessary permitting in order to avoid impacts to migratory birds and adhere to the MBTA. 
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8.6 Human Activity Effects 

Construction of the proposed project would temporarily increase human-related presence in the area, and 
operation would increase human-related presence in the long term, both of which could disturb and affect 
wildlife. However, the additional increase would not be much greater than what currently occurs in the 
area from residential traffic, commercial traffic, and military operations. Thus, the human-related activity 
effects from the construction and operation of the proposed project would likely be negligible. 

8.7 Federally Protected Species Effects 

8.7.1 Federally Listed Species 

As discussed in Sections 5.2.1., 5.2.2., and 6.2, none of the 10 species listed by the USFWS and TPWD  
as endangered, threatened, or candidate under the ESA are likely to occur within the action area for the 
proposed project. Therefore, the proposed construction and operation of the proposed project would have 
no effect on any ESA-listed species. 

8.7.2 Migratory Birds 

If migratory birds are present during the initial construction phases, individuals, nests, or eggs could be 
affected as a result of the vegetation-clearing activities; however, EPEC has an active Aviary Compliance 
Manual and has committed to adhering to the MBTA. Thus, if migratory birds are present on-site prior to 
construction, EPEC will obtain the necessary permitting in order to avoid impacts to migratory birds and 
adhere to the MBTA. In addition, temporary impacts, e.g., communication disruption, avoidance, 
displacement, from construction noise to any migratory birds present within the immediate vicinity of the 
project area could occur. The evaporation ponds and retention pond may attract migratory birds such as 
shorebirds or eared grebes. However, water quality monitoring would be performed in compliance with 
wastewater regulations, and vegetation management will occur around the ponds to prevent the creation 
of nesting habitat. Lastly, because air pollution effects could have direct, short-term visibility effects and 
also long-term indirect effects through ecosystem changes, it is possible that this project’s emissions 
could have short- and long-term effects to migratory birds. However, any potential impacts are not likely 
to result in a significant decline of migratory bird species’ populations. 

Table 10. Summary of Federally Listed Species in El Paso County, their Potential for Occurrence in the 
Action Area, and Effects Determination 

Common Name Scientific Name 
Federal 
Status 

Potential for Occurrence in Action Area 
Effects 
Determination 

Birds     

Interior least tern Sterna antillarum 
athalassos 

E Unlikely to occur. Suitable breeding habitat (sandy areas near 
water with fish populations) not present within action area. 
TPWD distribution map does not include El Paso County. 

No effect 

Northern 
Aplomado falcon 

Falco femoralis 
septentrionalis 

E Unlikely to occur. The habitat necessary for the survival of this 
species (grasslands or savannas) does not occur within the 
action area. There are no documented occurrences in El Paso 
County. No reintroductions in El Paso County have occurred 
to date. 

No effect 

Mexican spotted 
owl 

Strix occidentalis 
lucida 

T Unlikely to occur. Suitable habitat (heavily vegetated canyons 
and forests) not present within action area. There are no 
documented occurrences in El Paso County. 

No effect 
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Southwestern 
willow flycatcher 

Empidonax traillii 
extimus 

E Unlikely to occur. Suitable habitat (water courses with suitable 
riparian vegetation, saturated soils, and standing water) not 
present in action area.  

No effect 

Western yellow-
billed cuckoo 

Coccyzus 
americanus 
occidentalis 

C Unlikely to occur. Suitable habitat (water courses with suitable 
riparian vegetation, saturated soils, and standing water) not 
present in action area.  

No effect 

Fish     

Rio Grande 
silvery minnow 

Hybognathus 
amarus 

E Unlikely to occur. An experimental population, listed by the 
USFWS as non-essential and not endangered, occurs along 
the Rio Grande in Texas. However, the range for this 
population does not include El Paso County. 

No effect 

Mammals     

Black bear Ursus americanus N/A Unlikely to occur. The Trans-Pecos Ecoregion is not included 
in the historical range of the Louisiana black bear. 

No effect 

Black-footed 
ferret 

Mustela nigripes E Not expected to occur because extirpated from Texas. No effect 

Gray wolf Canus lupus E Not expected to occur because extirpated from Texas. No effect 

Flowering Plants    

Sneed’s 
pincushion 
cactus 

Escobaria sneedii 
var. sneedii 

E Unlikely to occur. Action area includes Chihuahuan Desert, 
but does not contain steep, rocky slopes with limestone. 
Surveys in Hueco Mountains, within action area, have not 
identified individuals of this species. 

No effect 

9.0 CONCLUSIONS 

9.1 Determination of Effect 

As discussed in previous sections, no effects on any ESA-listed species would occur since they are 
unlikely to be present within the action area for the proposed project. Therefore, the proposed project will 
have no effect on any threatened or endangered species.  

9.2 Interdependent and Interrelated Actions 

Interrelated actions are those that are part of a larger action and depend on the larger action for their 
justification (i.e., the proposed action would not occur without the larger project). All interrelated and 
independent actions were incorporated into the project actions and description as part of the associated 
infrastructure description. Thus, no additional discussion regarding interrelated or interdependent actions 
related to the proposed project is required for the analysis of the proposed project. 

9.3 Cumulative Effects 

Cumulative effects include the effects of future State or private actions that are reasonably certain to 
occur in the action area considered in this BA. Future federal actions that are unrelated to the proposed 
project are not considered in this section because they require separate consultation pursuant to Section 7 
of the ESA. It is unknown what currently proposed and future developments in the surrounding area on 
federal and non-federal lands will occur; however, if numerous new developments do occur, then the 
potential for impacts to the region’s flora and fauna could occur when combined with the effects from this 
proposed project. 
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9.4 Conservation Measures 

All conservation measures were incorporated into the proposed project description. No significant 
impacts would occur as a result of the construction and operation of the proposed project; thus, no 
additional conservation measures are required for the proposed project. 
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Project Area  
Photo Point and Data Point Map  
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Figure A-1. Photo and data point locations for the proposed project.



 



 

APPENDIX B 

Plant Site  
Photographic Log and Field Notes 



 



B-1 

 

Photo B-1. View facing west of typical vegetation at the plant site. 

 

Photo B-2. View facing north of typical vegetation at the plant site. 
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APPENDIX C 

Transmission Line 
Photographic Log and Field Notes 

 

Please note: The year 2012 in the transmission line field notes is incorrect as  
fieldwork was conducted on January 16 and 17, 2013. 



 



C-1 

 

Photo C-1. DP1 – Typical vegetation near the Caliente Substation in the northwest 
portion of the project area; view facing east along Filing 2 of the proposed 
transmission line alternatives. 

 

Photo C-2. PP1 – Typical vegetation east of the Caliente Substation in the northern 
portion of the project area; view facing north toward Fort Bliss. 



C-2 

 

Photo C-3. PP2 – Typical vegetation in the northwest corner of Parcel A, showing 
ATV activity; view facing southeast toward proposed plant site. 

 

Photo C-4. DP2 – Typical vegetation east of the Caliente Substation in the northwest 
portion of the project area near Filing 2 for the proposed transmission line 
alternatives; view facing east. 



C-3 

 

Photo C-5. DP3 – Typical vegetation in the northwest corner of Parcel B, near the 
Meter Station; view facing south. 

 

Photo C-6. DP4 – Typical vegetation in the northeast portion of the project area in 
Parcel B; view facing north toward Fort Bliss. 



C-4 

 

Photo C-7. DP4 – Typical vegetation in the northeast portion of the project area in 
Parcel B; view facing northwest towards Meter Station. 

 

Photo C-8. DP5 – Typical vegetation in the northeast portion of the project area near 
proposed transmission line alternatives for Filing 1 and Filing 3; view facing 
southeast. 



C-5 

 

Photo C-9. DP6 – Typical vegetation near Parcel D in the southern portion of Parcel 
A; view facing north.  

 

Photo C-10. DP6 – Typical vegetation near Parcel D in the southern portion of Parcel 
A; view facing southeast. 
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Photo C-11. PP4 – Typical vegetation near Parcel D in the southern portion of Parcel 
A; view facing northwest.  

 

Photo C-12. DP7 – Typical vegetation in the northeastern portion of the project area 
near the proposed transmission line alternatives for Filing 3; view facing west.  



C-7 

 

Photo C-13. DP8 – Typical vegetation in the eastern portion of the project area near 
the proposed transmission line alternatives for Filing 3; view facing northeast.  

 

Photo C-14. PP5 – Taken in the southern portion of the project area near the 
proposed transmission line alternatives for Filing 3; view facing west along the 
proposed transmission line route.  



C-8 

 

Photo C-15. DP9 – Typical vegetation in the southern portion of the project area near 
the proposed transmission line alternatives for Filing 3; view facing south.  

 

Photo C-16. PP6 – Taken in the southern portion of the project area near the 
proposed transmission line alternative for Filing 3; view facing north.  



C-9 

 

Photo C-17. PP7 – Pit in the southern portion of the project area near the proposed 
transmission line alternative for Filing 3 and new development; view facing northeast.  

 

Photo C-18. DP10 – Typical vegetation in the southern end of the project area near 
the proposed transmission line alternative for Filing 3; view facing southwest.  
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Photo C-19. DP11 – Typical vegetation in the southeastern portion of the project 
area near the proposed transmission line alternative for Filing 3; view facing 
northeast.  

 

Photo C-20. PP8 – Pocket of artemesia in the southeastern portion of the project 
area near the proposed transmission line alternative for Filing 3 and new 
development; view facing east.  
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Photo C-21. DP12 – Typical vegetation in the southeastern portion of the project 
area near the proposed transmission line alternative for Filing 3; view facing west.  

 

Photo C-22. PP9 – Taken in the southwestern end of the project area along the 
proposed transmission line alternative for Filing 3 just east of the Montwood 
Substation; view facing south.  
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Photo C-23. PP9 – Taken in the southwestern end of the project area along the 
proposed transmission line alternative for Filing 3; view facing west towards the 
Montwood Substation.  

 

Photo C-24. PP10 – Taken in the southern end of the project area along the 
proposed transmission line alternative for Filing 3; view facing south.  
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Photo C-25. PP11 – Pit in the southern portion of the project area along the 
proposed transmission line alternative for Filing 3; view facing northeast.  

 

Photo C-26. DP13 – Taken in the southern portion of the project area along 
transmission line alternatives for Filing 3; view facing north.  
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Photo C-27. DP13 – Typical vegetation found in the southern portion of the project 
area along transmission line alternatives for Filing 3; view facing southeast.  

 

Photo C-28. DP14 – Typical vegetation found in the western portion of the project 
area along the transmission line alternatives for Filing 3; view facing west.  
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Photo C-29. DP14 – Typical vegetation found in the western portion of the project 
area along the transmission line alternatives for Filing 3; view facing south. 



C-16 



C-17 



C-18 



C-19 



C-20 

 



C-21 

 



C-22 



C-23 

 



C-24 

 



C-25 



C-26 



C-27 



C-28 



C-29 



C-30 



C-31 



C-32 



C-33 



C-34 



C-35 



C-36 



C-37 



C-38 

 



C-39 



 



 

APPENDIX D 

Water Line  
Photographic Log and Field Notes 

 
 

Please note: The field notes (Photo Point 1 and Data Point 14) are representative 
observation points taken from the January 16-17, 2013 field reconnaissance.
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Photo D-1. Representative photo along the water line alignment (Source: SWCA 
Cultural Resources report). 

 

 

Photo D-2. Representative photo along the water line alignment (Source: SWCA 
Cultural Resources report).  
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Photo D-3. Representative photo along the water line alignment (Source: SWCA 
Cultural Resources report).  

 

 

Photo D-4. Representative photo along the water line alignment (Source: SWCA 
Cultural Resources report).  
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Photo D-5. Representative photo from PP1 – Typical vegetation east of the Caliente 
Substation in the northern portion of the project area; view facing north toward Fort 
Bliss. 

 

Photo D-6. Representative photo from DP14 – Typical vegetation found in the 
western portion of the project area along the transmission line alternatives for Filing 
3; view facing west.  
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APPENDIX E 

Natural Gas Line  
Biological Evaluation Report (with Photographic Log)  

and Field Notes 
 

Please note: The field notes are from April 17, 2013. An SWCA biologist used existing 
notes from March 14, 2012 to verify presence of habitat and wildlife. 
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USFWS and TPWD Species Lists 



 



F-1 



F-2 



F-3 



F-4 



F-5 



F-6 



F-7 

 
 

 


