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1 Biology, Plants, 
and Wildlife

The information provided by the Arizona Game and Fish Department was 
reviewed and considered in the analysis presented in the section, Biological 
Resources, in Chapter 4 the Final Environmental Impact Statement. An example 
includes the addition of movement areas to Figure 4-38 on page 4-126 of the 
Final Environmental Impact Statement. The updated information provided by the 
Arizona Game and Fish Department did not change the conclusions for biological 
resources. We thank the Arizona Game and Fish Department for its comments; 
changes were included in the Final Environmental Impact Statement to provide 
clarification.
The analysis of secondary and cumulative impacts, including such impacts 
on biological resources, is discussed beginning on page 4-179 of the Final 
Environmental Impact Statement. Representative project-specific mitigation 
measures that address secondary and cumulative impacts are discussed 
on page 4-189. These commitments are confirmed in the Record of Decision in 
Table 3, beginning on page 38.

2 Biology, Plants, 
and Wildlife

In accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act, a range of reasonable 
action alternatives to carry forward for further analysis was determined through 
application of multidisciplinary criteria in a logical, step-wise progression. 
Alternatives were not disposed of or dismissed without a thorough evaluation 
using the multidisciplinary criteria outlined in the alternatives development and 
screening process presented in Chapter 3 of the Draft Environmental Impact 
Statement. This process, which occurred early in the environmental impact 
statement process, was revisited and validated in the Final Environmental Impact 
Statement (see Figure 3-2 on page 3-4). 
The information provided by the Arizona Game and Fish Department was 
reviewed and considered in the analysis presented in the section, Biological 
Resources, in Chapter 4 of the Final Environmental Impact Statement and in the 
Biological Evaluation. The Biological Evaluation includes up-to-date information 
on vegetative communities and results from available survey information; 
additional species surveys will be conducted prior to project initiation (see Table 3, 
beginning on page 38, of the Record of Decision).
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3 Biology, Plants, 
and Wildlife

Example measures cited by the Arizona Game and Fish Department such as 
freeway overcrossings and 51st Avenue enhancements, while not necessary or 
required, are actions the Arizona Department of Transportation and Federal 
Highway Administration would consider integrating into the project during 
later design if such improvements were funded by others and did not affect the 
freeway’s operational characteristics. This is not dissimilar to looking for transit 
enhancement opportunities as noted in the Final Environmental Impact Statement. 
Similarly, the Arizona Department of Transportation and Federal Highway 
Administration have committed to continued coordination with the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service and Arizona Game and Fish Department on mitigation cited in the 
Final Environmental Impact Statement.
The Arizona Department of Transportation’s mitigation strategy is robust in 
terms of the provision of multiple wildlife crossings, fencing strategies, collision 
avoidance measures, and native plant protection. The Arizona Department of 
Transportation has committed to designing the wildlife crossings to standards 
for mule deer and designing additional wash crossings for wildlife passage in 
cooperation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Arizona Game and Fish 
Department, Gila River Indian Community Department of Environmental Quality, 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, and City of Phoenix.
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4

4

5

4 Biology, Plants, 
and Wildlife

While both the Arizona Game and Fish Department and U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency note that the designated corridor is important (and is 
recognized as such in the section, Biological Resources, beginning on page 4-125 
of the Final Environmental Impact Statement), the baseline condition of the 
resource is not pristine. The Arizona Game and Fish Department points out that 
the movement corridor between the South Mountains and the Sierra Estrella is 
degraded by the 51st Avenue travel corridor and that future planned development 
independent of the project in the areas affected will continue to inhibit wildlife 
movement between the South Mountains and the Sierra Estrella. To date, 
most of the land in the Study Area has already been developed in accordance 
with the City of Phoenix’s General Plan and zoning ordinance. It is assumed 
that such development would not be torn down to restore habitat to previous 
historical conditions. As documented in the section, Land Use, in Chapter 4 of 
the Final Environmental Impact Statement, agricultural (22 percent) and open 
space (11 percent) land uses in the Study Area represent only 33 percent of 
land area (it should be noted that the 11 percent of open space is mostly not 
developable because of topographic challenges and floodplain constraints), while 
the remainder of the area is in some form of “built” land use. Distribution of 
zoning further supports the conclusion: 12 percent of the Study Area is zoned 
for agricultural and open space uses while 88 percent is zoned for other more 
intensive land uses. The sections, Induced Travel and Induced Growth, beginning 
on pages 4-179 and page 4-182, respectively, of the Final Environmental Impact 
Statement, establish that the project will have little contribution to indirect effects 
on surrounding land use conditions.

5 Secondary and 
Cumulative 
Impacts

See response code 3 related to potential wildlife corridor enhancements.
The analysis of secondary and cumulative impacts, including such impacts 
on biological resources, is discussed beginning on page 4-179 of the Final 
Environmental Impact Statement. Representative project-specific mitigation 
measures that address secondary and cumulative impacts are discussed 
on page 4-189. These commitments are confirmed in the Record of Decision in 
Table 3, beginning on page 38. 
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7

6 Biology, Plants, 
and Wildlife

The Arizona Department of Transportation must prioritize the use of limited 
transportation project funding. When considering the use of transportation 
funding to construct additional structures beyond those needed to convey 
drainage or cross roads, canals, trails, etc., the Arizona Department of 
Transportation weighs factors such as potential effects on driver safety, regulatory 
status of species, wildlife linkage priority, the size of wildlife populations in an 
area, and whether crossings of the roadway are likely to occur frequently or 
seasonally. Using State transportation funding to provide wildlife overcrossings 
beyond those needed in the project design is not a priority of the project. The 
Arizona Department of Transportation and Federal Highway Administration have 
committed to enhancing the needed bridges and drainage structures to allow 
wildlife connectivity and providing fencing to guide wildlife to use the crossing 
structures at the southwest end of the South Mountains.
The Arizona Department of Transportation is willing to partner with other 
stakeholders to enhance connectivity. For example, a project to construct a 
wildlife overpass within a priority wildlife priority linkage on State Route 77 is 
being undertaken in conjunction with the Regional Transportation Authority and 
the Pima Association of Governments. The Regional Transportation Authority 
initiated and funded the addition of the wildlife crossing structures and fencing to 
an Arizona Department of Transportation widening project for the highway.
The project will not prevent wildlife from accessing the water sources identified 
in the comment. The Arizona Department of Transportation has committed to 
wildlife crossings and fencing designed for mule deer at the southwestern end of 
Phoenix South Mountain Park/Preserve, which will allow access to the Arizona 
Game and Fish Department’s water catchment. Design of drainage structures for 
smaller wildlife connectivity along the Pecos Road section of the freeway will allow 
for north-to-south movement across the freeway in those washes. The Arizona 
Department of Transportation has committed to discuss design of the crossings 
and additional mitigation that may be needed during final design (see Table 3, 
beginning on page 38, of the Record of Decision).

7 Comment noted.
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8 Biology, Plants, 
and Wildlife

The HabiMap layer for Species of Economic and Recreational Importance is based 
on 13 Arizona game species and the demand and revenue generated by those 
species. The intent, as described in HabiMap for this layer, is to show the relative 
importance of that area based on variables pertaining to hunting. Because hunting 
is not permitted in the Phoenix metropolitan area, the Species of Economic and 
Recreational Importance layer does not provide specific relevant or substantial 
information that would have a bearing on the analysis or conclusions in the Final 
Environmental Impact Statement. 
Tier 1a species of greatest conservation need were evaluated for likelihood 
of presence in the project area in the Final Environmental Impact Statement 
(page 4-129) and in the Biological Evaluation (page A-4 in the appendix). The 
HabiMap layer for Species of Greatest Conservation Need indicates the greatest 
potential for species richness along the western end of the South Mountains, and 
in proximity to the E1 Alternative, is within a small rural residential area. As the 
Arizona Game and Fish Department recognizes, this modeled information is at a 
statewide scale and, therefore, does not indicate specific verified species richness 
including the potential for Tier 1a species to occur in any given area identified 
on the layer. Threatened and endangered species and other sensitive species 
were addressed in the Final Environmental Impact Statement, and the species 
richness information as shown on the Species of Greatest Conservation Need layer 
would not have any affect on the conclusions in the Final Environmental Impact 
Statement.
The analysis presented in the Biological Resources section of Chapter 4 of the Final 
Environmental Impact Statement and the Biological Evaluation completed in 2014 
contains an appropriate analysis of existing conditions and potential impacts 
based on field surveys and available literature. No further analysis is required.
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9 Design The freeway will be lined with right-of-way fencing to restrict wildlife from entering 
the travel lanes of the freeway. The Arizona Department of Transportation has 
made the commitment to consider wildlife in the design of crossings and fencing 
(see page 4-138 of the Final Environmental Impact Statement). The fencing and 
crossing design will occur hand-in-hand, and determinations will be made in 
coordination with the Arizona Game and Fish Department, Gila River Indian 
Community Department of Environmental Quality, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service during final design. These commitments are confirmed in the Record of 
Decision in Table 3, beginning on page 38.
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10 Design In Figure 16 on page 28 of the Record of Decision, multiuse crossing 4 is identified 
as being aligned with a Maricopa County trail. The remaining four locations will 
serve wildlife movement with limited use by Gila River Indian Community members 
to access the South Mountains.
The Arizona Department of Transportation and Arizona Game and Fish 
Department are in agreement that designing crossings for use by wildlife with 
limited use for Gila River Indian Community members to access the South 
Mountains is an acceptable way to proceed (see Arizona Game and Fish 
Department comment at top of next page).
The Arizona Department of Transportation has committed to include fencing 
along with the crossing structures to be designed in coordination with the 
Arizona Game and Fish Department, Gila River Indian Community Department of 
Environmental Quality, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. These commitments are 
confirmed in the Record of Decision in Table 3, beginning on page 38.
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11

12

11 Design The Arizona Department of Transportation has made the commitment to limit 
human use of the crossings as noted in the comment.

12 Design Example measures cited by the Arizona Game and Fish Department such as 
freeway overcrossings and 51st Avenue enhancements, while not necessary or 
required, are actions the Arizona Department of Transportation and Federal 
Highway Administration would consider integrating into the project during 
later design if such improvements were funded by others and did not affect the 
freeway’s operational characteristics. This is not dissimilar to looking for transit 
enhancement opportunities as noted in the Final Environmental Impact Statement. 
Similarly, the Arizona Department of Transportation and Federal Highway 
Administration have committed to continued coordination with the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service and Arizona Game and Fish Department on mitigation cited in the 
Final Environmental Impact Statement.
The Arizona Department of Transportation has committed to conduct additional 
surveys to better understand the types of crossings to implement during final 
design to ensure the greatest benefit to wildlife. The Arizona Department of 
Transportation and Federal Highway Administration have also committed 
to enhancing the planned bridges and drainage structures to allow wildlife 
connectivity and providing fencing to guide wildlife to use the crossing structures.
The Arizona Department of Transportation appreciates the additional data 
provided on occurrence of bighorn and mule deer in the Sierra Estrella and 
mule deer in Phoenix South Mountain Park/Preserve and on Gila River Indian 
Community land south of the project area.
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13 Biology, Plants, 
and Wildlife

The Arizona Department of Transportation has committed to conducting 
surveys for the Sonoran desert tortoise and other species as determined by the 
Arizona Department of Transportation and Federal Highway Administration to 
be necessary and to continuing coordination with the Arizona Game and Fish 
Department (see Table 3 in the Record of Decision, beginning on page 38). The 
surveys for Sonoran desert tortoise are already underway and are being conducted 
by the Arizona Game and Fish Department. The resulting documentation will 
include recordings of all species observed. If other species are determined to exist 
in the project area and will be affected by the project, additional coordination 
with the Arizona Game and Fish Department will occur. Designing bridges for 
bat habitat is not a standard accommodation that the Arizona Department of 
Transportation currently provides.
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