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PRELIMINARY WILDLIFE ASSESSMENT AND SURVEY REPORT  
FOR THE 

TOMKI ROAD FEASIBILITY STUDY 
 
 
 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
 
A reconnaissance level wildlife assessment and survey was conducted on September 24 
and 25, 2007, along a 2.5-mile section of Tomki Road and Cave Creek and its adjoining 
tributaries.  The survey effort resulted in the detection of a population of foothill yellow- 
legged frog, a California species of special concern; trout-like fingerling fish that could 
be special-status salmonids; and a typical wildlife community of common species.  
Additionally, Department Fish and Game database searches identified a 1995 northern 
spotted owl occurrence in the forested upland and the presence of steelhead and Chinook 
salmon within the Study Area.  During the late summer survey, only the foothill yellow-
legged frog was associated with hydrated creek crossings proposed for improvements, 
and the presence of this species will likely create environmental constraints at crossings 
3 through 7.  This report recommends future studies and offers minimization measures to 
ensure the protection of the environmentally sensitive species and habitat areas.  
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The Mendocino County Department of Transportation (DOT) is conducting a feasibility 
study to explore the best methods of upgrading nine creek crossing on Cave Creek along 
a 2.5-mile portion of Tomki Road, in Mendocino County.  Kim Fitts has been retained by 
Rau and Associates, Inc. to perform preliminary assessments and wildlife surveys to 
identify any potential wildlife constraints within the Study Area and to offer 
recommendations based upon the results of the preliminary study.   
 
The findings of this study are presented in this document, which will be included as the 
wildlife portion of the Biological Assessment that will determine the most feasible 
methods and techniques for upgrading the crossing structures at each ford to improve 
water quality and salmonid habitat and passage, eliminate direct fish and amphibian 
mortality, and improve vehicular travel and safety in Cave Creek.   
 
Location 
The Project Site is located between Redwood Valley and Willits along a 2.5-mile portion 
of Tomki Road in Mendocino County, California (Figure 1).  The Study Area lies 
between MP 6.0 at the south end and MP 9.0 at the north end.  
 
Project Description  
The Project will involve the placement of crossing structures at the nine low water 
crossings within the Study Area.  A prototype vented ford with an open bottom arch is 
proposed for the most southerly crossing at MP 6.17.  The feasibly study will determine 
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the best crossing structure for each of the other crossings.  The construction will require 
temporary closure of the road at the Study Area and a detour on other local roads during 
the construction period.  For environmental reasons, the construction window should fall 
between August 1 and October 15. 
 
Biological Setting 
Situated high within the northern edge of the Mayacmas Range, the land surrounding the 
Study Area is montane in nature, with diverse topography and complex hydrology.  
Tomki Road is a rural gravel roadway that connects travelers from Redwood Valley to 
Little Lake Valley near the town of Willits.  The road follows and frequently crosses 
Cave Creek, a seasonal tributary to Tomki Creek, which is a main tributary to the Upper 
Main stem of the Eel River.  Cave Creek carries the flow from approximately 5,000 acres 
of watershed and is in the Tomki Creek hydrologic sub area, in the Upper Main Eel River 
hydrologic area, in the Eel River hydrologic unit and the North Coast hydrologic region.   
 
Within the Study Area several small tributaries feed into Cave Creek; at least two of 
these are perennial and provide late summer flows to portions of the main channel.  The 
riparian zones of Cave Creek and the intervening tributaries vary in width and species 
composition, but in general, fit the vegetation types as described by Sawyer and Keeler-
Wolf as: Mixed Willow Series and White Alder Series.  The riparian zones are bordered 
by the following upland vegetation types: Mixed Oak Series and Douglas fir – Ponderosa 
Pine Series.  These vegetation types were designated by Mr. Kerry Heise in a companion 
botanical study.  For more details on the botanical resources of the Study Area refer to: 
Preliminary Report on the Botanical Resources of Cave Creek – Tomki Road Feasibility 
Study – Mendocino County, California prepared by Kerry Heise Botanical Consulting 
(September 2007). 
 
 
PRE-SURVEY BACKGROUND REVIEW 
 
Prior to conducting field surveys, available background information was reviewed; this 
task included database searches, review of previously conducted studies including a Draft 
Initial Study prepared by DOT, and examination of aerial and site photographs.   
 
Databases were queried for potentially occurring special-status wildlife species reported 
from the Brushy Mountain, Foster Mountain, Laughlin Range, Potter Valley, Redwood 
Valley, Sanhedrin Mountain, Van Arsdale Reservoir, Willits Ridge, and Willits USGS 
7.5 minute quadrangles.  The Project Site is situated in the southwest quadrant of the 
Foster Mountain quadrangle.  The resulting 9-quad data are attached as Appendix A-C. 
 
Current database records reviewed include the following: 
 

• California Natural Diversity Database information (i.e., RareFind 2; CNDDB 
2007), which is administered by the California Department of Fish and Game 
(CDFG).  This database contains records of special-status animal and plant 
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species, as well as sensitive natural communities that have been observed and 
reported within California. 

 
• United States Fish and Wildlife Service species list of endangered and/or 

threatened species for the USGS Foster Mountain quadrangle (October 2007).   
National Marine Fisheries Service species are included.  
 

• BIOS (Biogeographic Information & Observation System), a system that enables 
the visualization of the spatial distribution of biological data generated by CDFG 
and its partner organizations.   

 
These database searches identified 17 unique special-status species from the surrounding 
quads that occur or have the potential to occur within the Study Area.  Documented 
wildlife occurrences within the Foster Mountain quad include coho and Chinook salmon, 
northern California steelhead, and a pair of northern spotted owl (MD 473).  
 
 
STUDY METHODOLOGY 
 
Wildlife biologist Kim Fitts conducted the assessment and reconnaissance level wildlife 
survey on September 24 and 25, 2007.  The 2.5-mile length of Tomki Road was either 
walked or driven, and the entire length of Cave Creek and portions of the adjacent 
tributaries were walked looking for wildlife species or habitats that could potentially be 
negatively impacted by the road crossing upgrade activities.  Tree canopies associated 
with the crossings were inspected for avian nests, and all large cavities were examined 
for roosting bats and evidence of nesting raptors.  The canopies of all Douglas-fir trees at 
each crossing were inspected for Sonoma tree vole nests and the ground surface was 
searched for the characteristic resin/needle debris accumulations.  
 
At each of the nine creek crossings, data sheets were filled out with information on the 
crossing’s characteristics, such as presence of flows/pools, type of substrate, general 
description of the riparian vegetation and upland plant communities, and the presence of 
wildlife species.  A list of all observed species is attached as Appendix D. 
 
The Study Area’s configuration, creek crossings, and locations of special-status species 
are mapped on Figure 2: Wildlife Resource Map for the Tomki Road Feasibility Study. 
Figures 3 and 4 show the foothill yellow-legged frog location details at crossings 3 and 5, 
respectively.   
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SITE ASSESSMENT AND SURVEY RESULTS 
 
Habitat Assessment 
The majority of the 2.5-mile length of Cave Creek that occurs within the Study Area was 
completely dry during the survey period; exceptions occurred at and between creek 
crossings 3 and 4, and at and between crossings 5 and 6, where the presence of water was 
associated with two unnamed perennial tributaries that flowed into Cave Creek from the 
west (See Figure 2).   
 
In general, Cave Creek contained good in-stream structure with deep pools, large 
boulders, and undercut banks with overhanging trees and riparian vegetation.  A variable 
riparian canopy created open sunny basking sites and cool shady areas under a lacy alder 
canopy.  The well-developed riparian vegetation provides stream bank stability, shade 
and shadows, food input (in the form of leaf and insect fall), and large woody debris that 
enhance in-stream shelter.  The substrate was primarily bedrock with large and small 
cobble, and areas of gravel and pebble.  These characteristics and habitat elements 
coupled with the presence of the perennial tributaries produce suitable aquatic habitat for 
the special-status foothill yellow-legged frog, salmonids, and other common amphibians 
and reptiles. 
 
Adjacent to the riparian zone, the upland plant communities contained a diverse mix of 
mature oaks and conifers that provide a varied source of nesting opportunities for raptors 
and a rich avifauna.  Several tall standing snags supported acorn woodpecker granaries 
and cavities large enough for many different secondary cavity nesters, such as the 
western screech owl, the marten, and the special-status oak titmouse.  Various bats have 
the potential to utilize these standing snags, as well as trees with exfoliation bark and 
deformities.   
 
Based upon the assessment of the habitat and the literature review, the following special-
status species that have been documented in adjacent quads with some potential to occur 
within the Study Area include: Pacific fisher, Humboldt marten, American badger, 
Sonoma tree vole, northwestern pond turtle, foothill yellow-legged frog, steelhead, 
Chinook salmon, northern goshawk, yellow-breasted chat, the yellow warbler, and the 
northern spotted owl.     
 
Survey Results 
The preliminary surveys found a population of foothill yellow-legged frog (FYLF), a 
California species of special concern, and trout-like fingerling fish that could be juvenile 
steelhead (pers.comm. P. Steiner).  Observed common species include rough skinned 
newts, bluegill fish, many invertebrates, and a rich avian and terrestrial wildlife 
community.   
 
Additionally, the database inquiries identified a northern spotted owl occurrence in the 
upland Douglas fir – Ponderosa Pine community located west of and approximately 100 
ft. from crossing 7, and DFG stream survey reports document juvenile steelhead and 
Chinook in Cave Creek.  During the late summer survey only the FYLF were associated 
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with the creek crossings, and will likely create a wildlife constraint at creek crossings 3 
through 7.   
 
The FYLFs were located in hydrated areas between crossings 3 and 7 in the main channel 
of Cave Creek, and along the perennial tributary and its confluence at crossing 5.  A large 
number of adult frogs were concentrated at and around crossing 5 (Photo 1).  There, the 
small tributary is culverted under Tomki Road just downstream from the crossing, and 
frogs were found above the intake in shaded shallow flows and pools, and at the outlet 
where flows created a fairly large deep pool with clear, cool water.  At least 4 adults were 
observed in this pool, which during high flows would be part of the main channel of Cave 
Creek.  Several other adults were found in small, shallow (1-3in) muddy pools adjacent to 
the crossing.  These pools were light chocolate in color due to the continual fine sediment 
churned up from vehicle passage through the fairly deep water over the crossing (See 
Figures 3 and 4).   
   
An adult and at least 3 juveniles were found in a very small and shallow stagnant puddle 
at crossing 7.  This small pool was the only hydrated area for 1.05 mi., from the north end 
of the study area to just downstream from crossing 6.   
 
More details of the FYLF occurrences are provided in Table 1 below.  
 
Table 1.  Occurrence of Foothill Yellow-legged Frogs in the Study Area; Sept., 2007 
Crossing # or 
Distance To  

Water 
Source 

No. of Frogs 
Observed Description 

Approx.300ft. 
east of 3 

Residual 
water from 

 Cave Creek 
1 Juvenile 

Isolated pool in Cave Creek.  Small 
juvenile- red-back form, occurring with 4-5 
rough skinned newts and trout-like 
fingering fish.  Photo 2 and 3 

Approx.300ft. 
upstream of 5 

Perennial 
trib. from 

west  
4-5 Adults 

Large (10x10ft), deep boulder-lined 
perennial pool in the main channel of Cave 
Creek.  

At 5 
Perennial 
trib. from 

west 
4-5 Adults 

Various sized small pools-cloudy with 
sedimentation occurring within 100ft. 
downstream of 5. Photo 4 

Tributary at 5 
Perennial 
trib. from 

west 
7 Adults 

Shallow, slow flows and pools upstream of 
culvert and larger (9ft.x5ft.) clear cool (50 
degrees) pool at outlet  Photo 5 

100ft. 
downstream 

from 6 

Perennial 
trib. from 

west 

1 –age 
unknown 

Shallow flows and semi-connected pools in 
main channel of Cave Creek- saw single 
splash: no voice.  Photo 6 

At 7 
Residual 

water from 
 Cave Creek 

1 Adult         
3 Juveniles  

Small (4 x 1.5ft) shallow (1-3in) warm and 
green with algae puddle. Fresh raccoon scat 
at edge of pool.  Photo 7 
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No other special-status animals were observed.  No evidence of nesting raptors or 
roosting bats was detected adjacent to the creek crossings or flanking the roadway and 
creek corridor.   
 
No evidence of the characteristic sign of the Sonoma tree vole was detected at any of the 
Douglas-fir trees associated with the creek crossings.   
 
 
IMPACT ANALYSIS AND RECOMMENDATIONS   
 
  
The following is an analysis of potential impacts to those special-status and native 
wildlife species that may be potentially affected by the creek improvement activities.  
Recommended future studies and protective measures are offered to minimize any 
project-related adverse impacts.   
 
Potential Impact 1: Impacts to FYLF and other aquatic animals and habitat elements  
 
The proposed crossing upgrade activities have the potential to cause direct mortality to 
FYLF and other aquatic wildlife located inside the construction footprint at hydrated 
crossings during the construction phase.  The project activities also have potential to alter 
important habitat elements, possibly impacting the FYLF population post-construction.  
 
The current survey effort found a population of FYLF within the middle section of the 
Study Area; multiple frogs were found at or adjacent to creek crossings 5 and 7, and 
scattered isolated pools with individuals were discovered in the main channel of Cave 
Creek.  Due to variation in annual rainfall and resultant changes to the creek channel, 
frogs may be found in additional or completely different areas in the future; however, due 
to the perennial tributaries at crossings 3 and 5, the continued presence of frogs at these 
crossings is expected.   
 
Breeding areas are often associated with confluences of tributary streams that are 
predominately perennial (Seltenrich and Pool 2002).  Therefore the habitat elements of 
the confluences at crossings 3 and 5 should be retained to minimize potential impacts to 
future FYLF breeding success.  Some evidence indicates that FYLFs have strong 
breeding site fidelity; thus any relocation of frogs should be within Cave Creek (pers. 
comm. P. Northen).   
 
The detection of frogs in isolated drying pools at the ends of the Study Area’s frog 
distribution correlates with the natural history of this species, which requires a persistent 
water source, and illustrates the importance of seasonal wetted pools.  Impacts to frogs 
outside of hydrated areas is unlikely, because unlike most other ranid frogs in California, 
this species is rarely encountered far from permanent water, even on rainy nights (CDFG 
2005).  
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The presence of small juveniles indicates that the population successfully bred this year, 
despite low annual rainfall.  Mating and egg laying occurs in water from mid-March until 
early June when streams have slowed from winter runoff.  Clusters of eggs are attached 
to the downstream side of submerged rocks.  Tadpoles require water for at least three or 
four months while completing their aquatic development and transform in about 15 
weeks, from July to September (CDFG 2005).  The current survey did not find any 
tadpoles; the population had completely metamorphosed into small sized juveniles by late 
September.    
 
Recommendation 1a: Prior to the onset of construction, the creek crossings and adjacent 
portions of Cave Creek should be re-surveyed for the presence of FYLFs and other 
sensitive species, and a detailed plan outlining protective measures for FYLF and other 
aquatic species should be completed.  The plan should be developed by a qualified 
biologist and all handling of FYLFs and other sensitive species should be done under 
biologist supervision. 
 
Important elements of the Plan should include: 
 

• Surveys to identify the current distribution of FYLFs.  
• Site-specific methodology for capturing and handling frogs and other species at 

wetted crossings.  
• Pre-determined relocation sites for FYLFs within the same drainage: Cave Creek.  
• Site-specific evaluation of habitat elements for retention at crossings with FYLF 

presence.   
• Site-specific methods for excluding FYLFs and other aquatic species from each 

dewatered construction footprint.   
 
Recommendation 1b:  Construction at crossings identified as supporting FYLFs should 
begin later in the season/construction window to insure the metamorphosis process is 
completed prior to relocation.  Late stage tadpoles are cryptic, and difficult to see and 
capture and may have less chance of surviving relocation.  
 
Recommendation 1c:  Due to the confluence of the perennial tributary at crossing 5 and 
the occurrence of the special-status FYLF, a bridge as the crossing structure may have the 
least environmental impact during and post-construction.   
 
Potential Impact 2: Impacts to nesting raptors and native birds  
  
Impacts to nesting birds would be unlikely if a late season construction window of 
August 1 to October 15 is implemented.  This window falls outside of the breeding bird 
season for the avian community in general.  However, some birds do have second 
clutches that may extend past August 1, although the fledglings would be in the late 
stages of development, and most likely not be reliant upon the nest.  Sections 3503, 
3503.5 and 3513 of the California Fish and Game Code prohibit take of all birds and their 
active nests, and avoidance measures are necessary under CEQA.  If project activities 
cannot feasibly avoid the breeding bird season, the Department recommends that a 
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qualified biologist survey all potential nesting habitat within the project site for nesting 
birds. Surveys should begin no later than June 1. Surveys should be conducted every 7 
days for 8 consecutive weeks until at least July 1. If no nesting birds are observed site 
preparation and construction activities may begin. If an active bird nest is located, the 
nest site should be fenced a minimum of 200 feet (500 feet for raptors) in all directions. 
Construction can begin after juveniles have fledged and when there is no evidence of a 
second attempt at nesting. 
 
Recommendation 2a:  Prior to construction and after the delineation of each crossing’s 
footprint, all trees slated for removal and those adjacent to them should be surveyed for 
sign of active nesting.  Focus should be on those special-status and/or raptor species with 
potential to occur in riparian habitats, such as the yellow warbler, the yellow-breasted 
chat, and the red-shouldered hawk.  The latest confirmed breeding activity dates for each 
of these species as documented in the Sonoma County Breeding Bird Atlas are as 
follows: yellow warbler: June 28-adults attending young, yellow-breasted chat: June 15-
adults attending young, and red-shouldered hawk: July 8-recently fledged young. 
  
Potential Impact 3: Impacts to northern spotted owl  
 
The northern spotted owl is listed as threatened by the USFWS and as a species of special 
concern by the CDFG.  An occurrence of northern spotted owl was documented within 
the Study Area in 1995, in the forested upland habitat near crossing 7.   However, the 
potential to impact the owl directly or indirectly should be low with the avoidance of its 
breeding season (February 15 through July 15) and because no owl habitat will be 
removed during the creek improvement activities.  
 
Recommendation 3a:  Adopt the recommended August 1 construction date, although if 
surveys find that FYLF or breeding birds are not present at the construction site, 
construction can begin July 15.  If the County desires to begin construction earlier than 
July 15, a northern spotted owl protocol-level survey must be conducted to see if the 
nesting owl pair observed in 1995 or other owls are present.  This would involve either a 
2-year study or six separate surveys conducted in one year, and consultation with 
USFWS. 
 
Potential Impact 4: Impacts to Chinook and steelhead 
 
Although significant reaches of Cave Creek are seasonally dry, both Chinook salmon and 
steelhead are known to utilize Cave Creek for spawning and rearing (Ross Taylor, 2003).  
Both species within the Eel River basin are currently listed as threatened under the 
federal Endangered Species Act.  Construction of stream crossings may impact Chinook 
and steelhead by disturbing vital spawning and rearing habitat. Construction activities 
may impact wet pools that are a source of refugia during the dry summer months.  
 
Recommendation 4a:  Recommendations for Chinook and steelhead studies and 
mitigation measures should be provided by a qualified fisheries biologist prior to 
determining a construction date. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
Based upon the site assessment, survey results, size and scope of the Project, and 
implementation of the recommendations of this report, it is unlikely that the creek 
improvement activities will negatively impact the avifauna community, roosting bats, 
common terrestrial residents, or any special-status terrestrial species with potential to 
occur in the Study Area.   
 
Based upon the biological constraints identified in this assessment, a construction 
window of August 1 to October 15, which generally falls outside of the breeding season 
for birds and sensitive aquatic species, is recommended.  An earlier construction date is 
possible with the additional surveys as outlined in this report; however, these can be 
involved and costly, and thus seemingly not practical.  
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Figure 1.  Tomki Road location map.
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SUPPORTING PHOTOS FOR THE TOMKI ROAD PROJECT,     10/24-25/07 

 

 
Photo 1:  The view is looking north at the hydrated crossing at 5. The tributary 
flows in from the left and the muddy pools are just to the right of the crossing.  
 

 
Photo 2:  Isolated boulder-lined pool in Cave Creek with juvenile FYLF with 
newts and trout-like fingerling fish. 
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