Chapter 8

Alternatives Analysis

8.1

Introduction
The ESA requires that applicants for an incidental take permit specify what
alternative actions to the take of federally listed species were considered and the
reasons why those alternatives were not selected. The Habitat Conservation
Planning and Incidental Take Permit Processing Handbook (U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service and National Marine Fisheries Service 1996) identifies two
alternatives commonly used in HCPs: (1) any specific alternative that would
reduce take below levels anticipated for the proposed project and (2) an
alternative that would avoid take and hence not require a permit from USFWS or
NMFS. Both approaches were developed and described in the Description of
Alternatives section below.
The choice of a preferred alternative represents the best attempt to comply with
the ESA, the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, CESA, and other applicable California
Fish & Game Code sections; to reduce significant impacts to covered species;
and to implement the HCP conservation strategy while allowing the SFPUC to
conduct operations and maintenance activities within the Alameda Watershed
consistent with its mandate to provide reliable water supply and protect the
public health and safety.
Per the requirements of the ESA, this chapter discusses alternatives that were
considered, but for reasons described below, were not selected.

8.2

Description of Alternatives
The following alternatives have been addressed in this HCP: the no-take
alternative, activity-by-activity permitting, reduced number of covered species,
and an all off-site land conservation approach. These alternatives and the
rationale for their elimination are discussed below. A comprehensive discussion
and evaluation of the alternatives considered will be provided in the SFPUC
Alameda Watershed HCP EIR/EIS, accompanying this document, which will be
publicly available concurrent with release of the Public Draft HCP.
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No-Take Alternative
Under the no-take alternative, the SFPUC would not engage in activities that
result in the take of covered species thereby removing the need for an incidental
take permit from the USFWS and NMFS (or from the CDFG for state-listed
species). Prudent utility practice requires the SFPUC to undertake many of the
operations-and-maintenance activities covered by this HCP in order to reliably
deliver drinking water, in compliance with many laws and mandates. The City
and County of San Francisco Charter Section VIIIB and State law require the
SFPUC to provide a clean, reliable water supply to retail and wholesale
customers in San Francisco, San Mateo, Santa Clara, Alameda, and Tuolumne
Counties while maintaining stewardship of the system and lands. The SFPUC is
also required to comply with public-health standards set by the EPA and the DPH
for drinking water. The DSOD reviews and approves plans and specifications for
the design of dams and performs annual inspections to maintain public safety.
Chapter 2 of the HCP identifies day-to-day operations-and-maintenance activities
that are necessary for SFPUC to supply water to its customers while responsibly
managing the lands and resources owned by SFPUC in the Alameda Watershed.
Covered activities allow the SFPUC to operate and maintain the complex system
of tunnels, pipelines, pumping stations, storage reservoirs, and treatment facilities
required to manage the water supply, as well as to lease and enter into easements
on SFPUC lands. Specific covered activities that can result in impacts to covered
species include road maintenance and construction, bridge replacement and
construction, vegetation management, operation of the reservoirs at Calaveras
and San Antonio, operation and maintenance of the ACDD, lease permitting and
easement activities, implementation of the HCP conservation strategy and others
as discussed in Chapter 2.
The no-take alternative would require that the SFPUC not engage in these
covered activities, which would prevent the SFPUC from meeting its mandate to
supply safe and reliable water and to protect the public health and safety.
Eliminating these covered activities would also require the SFPUC to violate
local, State, and federal laws and permits. Because the covered activities are
necessary, take of covered species cannot be entirely avoided; it can only be
minimized. The HCP provides an integrated way of permitting take for listed and
unlisted species, while allowing the SFPUC to comply with the laws and permits
that require SFPUC to provide safe and reliable drinking water.
Some of the covered activities that are addressed by this HCP are not necessary
for water supply and safety operations or to fulfill state or federal requirements
discussed above. These covered activities are related to the SFPUC’s lease
permitting and easements including operations and maintenance of
telecommunication sites, high-traffic livestock areas, and nurseries or with the
implementation of the HCP Conservation Strategy itself. Charter Section VIIIB
emphasizes the SFPUC’s financial independence and its broad authority to enter
into contracts and make financing decisions to ensure reasonable rates for retail
ratepayers. In addition, the Charter also reiterates voters’ desire that the operation
of the water system not cause undue environmental impacts.
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The SFPUC collects rent pursuant to lease agreements with all lessees, including
operators of livestock areas, nurseries, and telecommunication sites. These lease
agreements provide the SFPUC with income, which may be used to offset retail
rates and which may not be put into the general fund, thus fulfilling the Charter’s
general direction that the SFPUC operate using sound financial judgment to the
benefit of ratepayers.
In addition, livestock grazing is implemented in ways that help maintain the
Watershed by managing vegetation and reducing fuel load, thus contributing to
the SFPUC’s ability to provide a clean, reliable water supply. Livestock grazing
is also a component of the conservation strategy under this HCP, and it will be
used as a tool to improve habitat for some covered species (e.g., Callippe
silverspot butterfly, serpentine plants). Implementation of the Conservation
Strategy is anticipated to have a positive net effect on the species covered by the
HCP and the natural resources within the watershed overall.
By including lessee operations-and-maintenance activities under the HCP, the
lessees will be required to operate under the terms of the HCP (see Implementing
Agreement [not yet developed]), which are designed to minimize impacts to
covered species. If these activities were to be excluded from the HCP, then they
would not be subject to the HCP avoidance and minimization measures, which
would likely have a net adverse impact on covered species.
For all of these reasons, the no-take alternative was rejected as infeasible and
likely to provide a net adverse effect on covered species.

8.2.2

Activity-by-Activity Permitting Alternative
Under the activity-by-activity alternative, the SFPUC would apply for individual
take permits as needed to carry out operation-and-maintenance activities that are
likely to result in take of state and federally listed species. The SFPUC evaluated
the possibility of obtaining incidental take authorization for individual operationand-maintenance activities through Section 7 (if a federal nexus exists) or
Section 10 (where no federal nexus exists).
However, an activity-by-activity approach would not comprehensively cover
unlisted species or plants, both of which are currently addressed by the
conservation strategy because such an approach would be targeted on species
specifically affected by each activity for which take prohibitions exist. Also, this
alternative would not benefit from the upfront and systematic mitigation
proposed under the HCP.The proposed conservation strategy requires habitat
restoration and enhancement in a defined amount whether permitted activities are
performed or not. This approach ensures that mitigation stays ahead of—and
likely overcompensates for—project impacts. The preferred alternative benefits
from comprehensive, landscape-level planning with the goal of assembling
contiguous, enhanced and restored lands into functioning habitat for covered
species. By comparison, the activity-by-activity permitting alternative would
produce piecemeal mitigation lacking the advantage of comprehensive, large-
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scale planning and up-front mitigation. Comprehensive land management will
contribute to the preservation and enhancement of functioning habitat blocks and
linkages and will protect a broader array of species than would otherwise benefit
from activity-by-activity permitting, which would likely result in a biologically
inferior program.
In addition, the activities described in Chapter 2 to support the operation-andmaintenance of the SFPUC water-provisioning facilities and the activities
associated with the leases and easements make activity-by-activity permitting
logistically challenging for the SFPUC . It likewise would increase the burden on
USFWS and NMFS (and the CDFG for state-listed species) as compared to the
preferred alternative.
Also, the HCP addresses changed circumstances and other emergency situations
(See Chapter 7) not covered proactively in an activity-by-activity approach. In
this way, the preferred alternative offers greater operational flexibility and
integrates better planning and budgeting to address rare but foreseen events in the
watershed (such as fires), which would not otherwise be addressed in this way.
Because the preferred alternative provides a biologically superior mitigation
approach, increases administrative efficiency for SFPUC and the Agencies, and
provides operational streamlining for changed circumstances, the activity-byactivity alternative was rejected.

8.2.3

Reduced Number of Covered Species
Alternative
This alternative reduces the proposed covered-species list to those species listed
as threatened or endangered under the ESA or CESA and eliminates from the list
species that are not currently protected under the ESA or CESA.
Application of this criterion would result in a list of five wildlife species:
California tiger salamander, California red-legged frog, Callippe silverspot
butterfly, Alameda whipsnake, and Central California Coast steelhead. This
revised list would not include an additional seven wildlife species and all five of
the plant species covered by the proposed alternative.
This alternative would provide some benefits to the SFPUC over the short-term
because narrowing the list of covered species would reduce the SFPUC’s
obligations to implement AMMs and mitigation and thereby reduce costs.
However, covering fewer species would result in a biologically inferior program,
relative to the preferred approach. The more species that are covered, the more
overall mitigation requirements will be implemented. Also, the monitoring
program addresses all covered species, and results of monitoring will be used
throughout the permit term and beyond for adaptive management decisions. The
more species that are considered during adaptive management, the more likely it
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is that management practices will benefit a wider range of species (covered and
not).
In addition, over the long term, this alternative would not provide take
authorization for a number of species that have a high probability of becoming
listed over the permit term, thereby potentially requiring development of
individual permits for actions that result in take of these species in the future,
when they become listed. Obtaining individual permits for these species could
delay activities and increase costs above that of the preferred alternative and
would have all of the drawbacks discussed above in the activity-by-activity
approach, including the absence of landscape-level planning, comprehensive
protections for species and natural habitats, and up-front mitigation (Section
8.2.2). Because this alternative would result in less protection of and mitigation
for rare and sensitive species and could result in greater long-term costs, this
alternative was rejected.

8.2.4

All Off-Site Land Conservation Alternative
As part of the HCP’s conservation program, the SFPUC is proposing to restore
and enhance aquatic and terrestrial species habitat, and place conservation
easements or deed restrictions on existing SFPUC land during the first 10–
15 years of HCP implementation. In addition, the conservation program provides
the SFPUC with an incentive for enhancing and protecting additional natural
areas within the Alameda watershed not currently under SFPUC ownership that
provide habitat for the covered species. As an alternative to the conservation
program, the SFPUC considered conserving only off-site land. Under this
alternative, no enhancements or easements to protect the covered species would
be placed on the SFPUC’s lands. Instead, SFPUC would acquire off-site land that
provides suitable habitat for the covered species and place conservation
easements on those lands. This alternative would not meet several of the HCP’s
Biological Goals and Objectives, such as preserving and enhancing on-site
habitat, and likely would not meet the objective of implementing cost effective
conservation measures. This alternative likely would not be feasible as mitigation
offsite would be prohibitively expensive. Also, it is inconsistent with SFPUC’s
Watershed Management Plan policy to preserve and enhance the ecological
resources within the watershed. This alternative was therefore rejected.
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