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CHAPTER 1-INTRODUCTION 

1.0 PROPOSED ACTION 

The Minnesota Canal and Reservoir Company (MCRC) of Paonia, Colorado is a private, non-profit, 
mutually funded irrigation company that manages several miles of water conveyance ditches, 
canals, and reservoirs in Delta County, Colorado. One of the canals managed by the MCRC is the 
Minnesota Canal. The Canal diverts water from Minnesota Creek east of Paonia to irrigate 
agricultural lands west and southwest of the point of diversion. The MCRC has received two grants 
through the Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation), in association with a Basinwide Salinity Control 
Program, aimed at reducing the amount of salt and selenium that reaches the Colorado River. The 
first grant awarded (Phase I) was used to  improve the upper 5.2 miles (mi.) (27,479 ft.) of the 
Minnesota Canal by piping the existing earthen canal. Phase I also included improvements to the 
diversion structure on Minnesota Creek. An Environmental Assessment for Phase I was prepared by 
Reclamation and a Finding of No Significant Impact was signed in 2012(WCAO-GJ-FONSI-12-02).  
 
 The Phase II project consists of piping the Extension Ditch for its full length from Lucas Creek 

to the last dividing box, a total length of 20,186 feet (3.8 miles). The Minnesota Canal becomes 

the Minnesota Extension Ditch at Lucas Creek. The Extension includes 14 diversion points total.  

The new pipe will predominantly follow the old canal alignment with minor realignments to 

reduce the number of fittings and length of pipe thus reducing the project cost.  A siphon across 

Runyon Gulch is being considered which could provide considerable cost savings. It is, however, 

dependent on agreements from the land owner and the ditch shareholders. Approximately half of 

the water diverted from Minnesota Creek is delivered to the Minnesota Extension Ditch. The 

Extension Ditch has 14 turnouts, 4 of which are laterals. There are no storage facilities directly 

on the Minnesota Canal or the Minnesota Extension Ditch. The existing open canal shown in 

Figure 1 will be piped with plastic, low pressure pipe. Pipe size will vary from 42 inch down to 

30 inch. Water will be returned to atmospheric conditions at each turnout location. Thirteen new 

cast in place concrete turnout boxes and one divider box will be constructed to replace the old 

structures. Water will be divided using a steel divider wall similar to the existing structures. In 

addition 2 spill boxes will replace 2 spill structures on the ditch.  The proposed action does not 

include any new storage or irrigation of new lands. 
 
 
 
1.1 NEED FOR AND PURPOSE OF ACTION  

This environmental assessment (EA) evaluates the effects on the human environment from the 
piping the remaining of portions of the Minnesota Canal. Applegate Group, Inc. prepared this EA in 
cooperation with other federal and state agencies to comply with the National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA), Endangered Species Act (ESA), and related U.S. Department of the Interior 
policies and regulations.  If Reclamation’s review of this EA results in a Finding of No Significant 
Impact (FONSI), preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement would not be required before 
the action could be implemented.  
 
The Colorado River and its tributaries provide municipal and industrial water to about 27 million 
people and irrigation water to nearly four million acres of land in the United States. The river also 
serves about 2.3 million people and 500,000 acres in Mexico. The threat of salinity is a major 
concern in both the Unites States and Mexico. Salinity affects agricultural, municipal, and industrial 
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water users.  
 
In June 1974, Congress enacted the Colorado River Basin Salinity Control Act, Public Law 93-320, 
which directed the Secretary of the Interior to proceed with a program to enhance and protect the 
quality of water available in the Colorado River for use in the United States and Republic of Mexico. 
In October 1984, Congress amended the original act by passing Public Law 98-569.  
 
Public Law 104-20 of July 28, 1995, authorizes the Secretary of the Interior, acting through the 
Bureau of Reclamation, to implement a basinwide salinity control program. The Secretary may 
carry out the purposes of this legislation directly, or make grants, enter into contracts, memoranda 
of agreement, commitments for grants, cooperative agreements, or advances of funds to non-
federal entities under such terms and conditions as the Secretary may require.  
 
1.2 LOCATION AND ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING 

The Minnesota Extension Canal crosses private land near the town of Paonia in Delta County, 
Colorado. From its beginning at Lucas Creek, the examined segment of the canal crosses portions of 
Section 8, 17, 18, 19, and 20 in Township 14 South, Range 91 West of the 6th Prime Meridian 
(Figure 2 and Figure 3). Elevations along the canal range from 5,947 ft. (1,813 m) to 5,917 ft. (1,803 
m). The project area is within the North Fork of the Gunnison River valley (North Fork Valley) on 
the eastern edge of the Colorado Plateau physiographic province not far from the transition to the 
Southern Rocky Mountains. The valley is bounded on the north by the basalt-capped Grand Mesa 
and on the south by the West Elk Mountain range. It was formed by the waters of the North Fork of 
the Gunnison River, which is fed by several high-country streams draining from the West Elk 
Mountains and Grand Mesa. The valley begins about 4 mi. to the northeast of Paonia where the 
steep-walled canyon of the North Fork River gives way to a 3 mi.-wide, alluvial-floored expanse that 
extends west-southwest for 16 mi. where it meets the main stem of the Gunnison River. The valley, 
along with its bounding mesas, lies within the Mesaverde Formation deposited during the 
Cretaceous age around 70 million years ago. The formation is a sequence of interbedded sandstone, 
siltstone, shale, and coal and was deposited along the shallow shorelines of an ancient receding sea. 
The formation contains coal deposits that have been mined north of Paonia and continue to be 
mined northeast of the town in Somerset. The sediments of the project area are Cretaceous-age 
Mancos shale and restricted areas of Quaternary-age gravels and alluviums (Tweto 1979). 
Collectively, the sediments are the foundation of rich agricultural lands made productive by 
irrigation.    
 
1.3 BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

COLORADO RIVER BASIN SALINITY CONTROL PROGRAM  

The program’s overall goal is to cost-effectively reduce the amount of salinity in the Colorado River.  
Reclamation’s Basinwide Salinity Control Program opened the program to competition through a 
‘Funding Opportunity Announcement’ process which has greatly reduced the cost of salinity 
control. New salinity control projects are funded by a one-time grant that is limited to the sponsor’s 
competitive bid. Once constructed, the facilities are owned, operated, maintained, and replaced by 
the sponsors at their own expense.  
 
1.4 SCOPING 

Initial scoping was primarily limited to MCRC, Applegate Group (AG), U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
Colorado Parks and Wildlife, and the Colorado Historic Preservation Officer. Alternatives evaluated 



Final Environmental Assessment | Chapter 1-Introduction 3 

  

in this EA are limited to the Proposed Action and No Action alternatives. The alternatives are 
discussed in Chapter 2. During scoping, AG identified the following potential issues and concerns 
described below which are discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3.    
 
Water Resources 

Diversion Dam Operations and Water Rights—The Minnesota Canal provides water for 
irrigation.  Piping of the Minnesota Canal should not interfere with canal operations or adversely 
affect the ability to use water for irrigation.  
 
Water Quality—Piping the existing canal provides additional water quality benefits beyond 
salinity reduction. Selenium concentrations would also be reduced by piping the existing Minnesota 
canal. 
 
Land and Facilities Resources 

Access—MCRC is responsible for obtaining all needed right-of-way and landowner consent prior to 
construction of the project.     
 
Fish and Wildlife Resources 

Effects on Fish and Wildlife Habitat—Public Laws 98-569 and 104-20 requires that “the 
Secretary shall implement measures to replace incidental fish and wildlife values foregone” and the 
development of a program that “shall provide for the mitigation of incidental fish and wildlife values 
that are lost as a result of the measures and associated works.”   
 
Cultural Resources 

Historic Resource Preservation—Federal agencies are responsible for ensuring that they take 
into account the effects of their actions on significant cultural resources and for complying with the 
National Historic Preservation Act, 36 CFR Part 800, and other historic preservation requirements. 
Because the project is federally authorized and funded, various cultural resources laws apply. 
Federal mandates for the examination of the project area include the National Preservation Act of 
1966 (as amended), the Archaeological and Historic Preservation Act of 1974, the Federal Land 
Policy and Management Act of 1976, the Archaeological Resource Protection Act of 1979 (as 
amended), the Native American Graves and Repatriation Act, and the procedures of the Advisory 
Council on Historic Preservation (36 CFR 800). These laws require that all significant cultural 
resources be identified prior to planned development, and are intended to insure that historic and 
prehistoric cultural resources important to our national heritage are not inadvertently harmed or 
destroyed by federally initiated or authorized actions.   
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CHAPTER 2-PROPOSED ACTION AND ALTERNATIVES 

Alternatives evaluated in this environmental assessment include the No Action and Proposed 
Action Alternatives.  
 
No Action Alternative 
Under this alternative, Reclamation would not provide funding to MCRC to pipe the given portion of 
the Minnesota Extension Canal. Seepage from the canal continues to contribute to salt loading in the 
Gunnison and Colorado Rivers. Riparian and wetlands habitats associated with the Minnesota Canal 
and associated laterals would likely remain in place and continue to provide some benefits to local 
wildlife.   
 
Proposed Action 
Under the Proposed Action, Reclamation would provide funding to MCRC to pipe approximately 3.8 
miles of the Minnesota Extension Canal. The proposed action does not include any new storage or 
irrigation of new lands.  Pursuant to Public Law 104-20, signed July 28, 1995, Reclamation is 
authorized to pursue and fund salinity control efforts within the Colorado River Basin. In February 
2008, Reclamation solicited applications for salinity control funding with the Upper Colorado River 
Basin. MCRC submitted an application which was accepted by Reclamation for implementation.   
 
The cooperative agreement, which provides the funding for the project, requires MCRC to 
permanently dewater, remove from irrigation service, and render incapable of irrigation water 
delivery, all remaining remnants of open laterals replaced by buried pipe. This will require the 
removal of all irrigation structures (headgates, drops, etc.) and refilling the abandoned canal prism 
with soil.      
 
It is anticipated that implementation of the project will result in a total annual reduction of 2,328 
tons of salt in the Colorado River 

CHAPTER 3-AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT AND ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES 

This chapter discusses resources that may be affected by actions taken to pipe 3.8 miles of the 
Minnesota Extension Ditch. During preparation of this environmental assessment, information on 
issues and concerns was received from the Minnesota Ditch Company, resource agencies, and other 
interested parties (see Chapter 4, Consultation and Coordination, for further details).  
 
For each resource, the potentially affected area and/or interests are identified, existing conditions 
described, and impacts predicted under the No Action and Proposed Action Alternatives. This 
chapter is concluded with a summary comparison of the alternatives and a list of mitigation 
measures.  
 
3.1 GENERAL 

The Minnesota Extension Canal is a privately owned canal diverting water from Minnesota Creek to 
irrigate agricultural lands west and southwest of the point of diversion. A majority of lands supplied 
by the Minnesota Extension Canal are currently flooded hay meadows located in the Reynolds 
Creek drainage and Stewart and Bone mesas (Figure 1).   
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3.2 WATER RIGHTS AND USE 

The Minnesota Creek is a tributary to the North Fork of the Gunnison River within the Gunnison 
River Basin. The basin is approximately 7,800 square miles in size and additional discussions on 
water rights within the Minnesota Creek Area of the Gunnison Basin can be found in the report 
entitled “Gunnison River Basin Information, Colorado’s Decision Support Systems” (CWCB 2004).  
 
MCRC’s water rights are listed in Table 1 (below) from the Colorado River Decisions Support 
System (CRDSS) (CWCB 2004).  The net Absolute Decreed amount for Minnesota Canal is 59.857 
cubic feet per second (cfs)(CWCB 2004). 
 
No Action:  The No Action Alternative would have no direct effect on water rights and uses within 
the Gunnison River Basin. The water delivery system would continue to function as it has in the 
past. Late season irrigation water would continue to be scarce in drier years and limit the types and 
numbers of crops produced.   
 
Proposed Action:  Under the proposed action, MCRC would have the ability to better manage its 
water rights with efficiencies gained from piping the system. The reduction in transport system 
losses may lead to improved irrigation practices (flood irrigation and use of gated pipe could be 
converted to sprinkler and screening the water at the diversion) which could allow for stored water 
to remaining in the reservoir for use later in the season.  The proposed action does not include any 
new storage or irrigation of new lands. 
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Table 1-MCRC Diversion Rights listed in CRDSS 

 
 

Structure 

ID #

Structure 

Name

Decreed

Amount (cfs)

0.30112178.000005/5/18836/17/1889
Minnesota 

Creek

Administration

Number

Appropriation

Date

Adjudication

Date
Source

Minnesota 

Canal

Minnesota 

Canal

Minnesota 

Canal

Minnesota 

Canal

Minnesota 

Canal

Minnesota 

Canal

1020
Minnesota 

Canal

Minnesota 

Canal

Minnesota 

Canal

Minnesota 

Canal

Minnesota 

Canal

1020

1020

0.300

1020
Minnesota 

Creek
6/17/1892 5/5/1886 12181.00000 0.300

Minnesota 

Creek
6/17/1890 5/5/1884 12179.00000 0.301

1020
Minnesota 

Creek
6/17/1891 5/5/1885 12180.00000

0.266

1020
Minnesota 

Creek
4/14/1901 6/14/1885 14413.12218 0.266

Minnesota 

Creek
4/12/1901 6/14/1883 14413.12218 0.266

1020
Minnesota 

Creek
4/13/1901 6/14/1884 14413.12218

1020
Minnesota 

Creek
4/13/1901 8/18/1883 14413.12283 0.409

1020
Minnesota 

Creek
4/12/1901 8/18/1883 14413.12283 0.409

1020
Minnesota 

Creek
4/15/1901 8/18/1883 14413.12283 0.410

1020
Minnesota 

Creek
4/14/1901 8/18/1883 14413.12283 0.400

0.220

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
4/17/1901 8/20/1883 14413.12285 0.220

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
4/16/1901 8/20/1883 14413.12285

0.215

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
4/19/1901 8/20/1883 14413.12285 0.220

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
4/18/1901 8/20/1883 14413.12285

0.666

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
4/21/1901 3/10/1984 14413.12488 0.666

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
4/20/1901 3/10/1984 14413.12488

0.666

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
4/23/1901 9/1/1987 14413.13758 32.500

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
4/22/1901 3/10/1984 14413.12488

0.600

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
6/23/1914 9/1/1903 21263.19601 0.600

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
6/23/1914 9/1/1903 21263.19601

6.000

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
6/23/1914 5/1/1910 22035.00000 10.000

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
6/23/1914 9/1/1903 21263.19601

10.980

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
3/20/1954 9/1/1887 31924.13758 3.000

Minnesota 

Canal
1020

Minnesota 

Creek
2/10/1930 6/1/1910 25807.22066
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3.3 WATER QUALITY 

MCRC is located in the North Fork (North Fork) of the Gunnison River watershed in west-central 
Colorado and flows through northwestern Gunnison and Delta Counties. Water is diverted from the 
Minnesota Creek and drains to the North Fork. The North Fork begins at the confluence of Muddy 
Creek and Anthracite Creek downstream of Paonia Dam and flows southwesterly approximately 33 
miles to its confluence with the Gunnison River. The North Fork watershed (HUC 1402004) drains 
approximately 986 square miles and includes five small communities that line the North Fork as it 
flows west towards the Gunnison River (NFRIA 2009).    
 
Table 2-Stream Segments and Water Quality Standards  

 
 
Stream segments and Water Quality Standards for the North Fork and Alum Gulch are shown in 
Table 2.  Official designated uses for the North Fork include the following:  
 

 Domestic Water Supply: Water body supports use of the water as a potable water supply.  

 Fish Consumption:  Water body supports the water by humans for harvesting aquatic 
organisms for consumption. 

 Primary Human Contact:  Water body supports the use of water that causes the human body 
to come into direct contact with the water, typically to the point of submergence, or 
probable ingestion, or contact with membrane material of the body. Examples are 
ceremonial uses, swimming, and water-skiing. 

 

Stream 
Segment  

Designated 
Use 

Numeric Standards  

  Physical and 
Biological  

  
Inorganic (mg/L)  

  
Metals (mg/L)  

COGUNF03  
(North Fork)  

Aquatic Life   
  Cold 1  
Agriculture   
Recreation N 
(Oct-Mar)  
Recreation E 
(Apr-Sept)  

D.O. =6.0 mg/l  
D.O. (sp)=7.0 mg/l  
pH=6.5-9.0  
Ecolab=630/100 ml 
Oct-Mar  
Ecolab=126/100 ml 

Apr-Sept  

NH3=TVS  
Cal2(a)=0.01
9  
Cal2(c)=0.01
1  
CN=0.005  
  

S=0.002  
B=0.75  
NO2=0.05  
NO3=100  

As(a)=340  
As(c)=7.6 (Trec)  
Cod(a)=TVS(try)  
Cod(c)=TVS  
Crib= 50 (Trec)  
Curvy=TVS  
Cu=TVS  
Fe(c)=1000(Trec)  
Pub=TVS  
 

Man=TVS  
Hg(c)=0.01(tot)  
Ni=TVS  
Se=TVS  
Ag(a)=TVs  
Ag(c)=TVS(try)  
Zn(a)=TVS  
Zn(c)=TVS(sc)  

COGUNF05  
(includes 
Minnesota 
Creek)  

Aquatic Life   
Cold 1  
Recreation P  
Water Supply 
Agriculture  

D.O. =5.0 mg/l  
D.O. (sp)= 7.0 mg/l 
 pH=6.5-9.0  
Ecolab=205/100 ml   
  

NH3=TVS  
Cal2(a)=0.01
9  
Cal2(c)=0.01
1  
CN=0.005  
  

S=0.002  
B=0.75  
NO2=0.05  
NO3=10  
Cal(c)=250 
CN=0.005  

As(a)=340  
As(chi)=0.02(Trek)  

Cod(ac)=TVS(try) 
Cod(chi)=TVS  
Crib(ac)= 50(Trek)  
Curvy=TVS  
Cu=TVS  
Fe(chi)=WS(dies) 

Fe(chi)=1000(Trek) 

Pub(ac.chi)=TVS 
  

Man(ac.chi)=TVS 
Man(chi)=TVS 
Hg(chi)=0.01(tot)  
Ni(ac.chi)=TVS  
Se(ac.chi)=TVS  
Ag(ac)=TVs  
Ag(chi)=TVS(try)  
Zn(ac.chi)=TVS  
  

 (a)=Acute; (c)=Chronic; TVS=Table Value Standards; Trek=Total Recoverable Fraction  
 Data for Table from Water Quality Control Commission Regulations 31 (CDPHE 2009) and Regulation 35 (CDPHE 2010).  
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Secondary Human Contact:  Water body supports the use of water which may cause the water to 
come into direct contact with the skin, but normally not to the point of submergence, ingestion, of 
contact with membrane material of the body. Such contact would only occur incidentally. 
 
Agricultural Water Supply:  Water body supports the use of water for the irrigation of crops which 
could be used for human consumption.  
 
Aquatic Habitat:  Water body supports the use of the water by animals, plants or other organisms 
and is capable of supporting cold or warm water fisheries. 
 
Livestock and Wildlife Watering:  Water body supports use by livestock and/or non-domestic 
animals (including migratory birds) for consumption, habitation, growth, and/or propagation.  
 
Every two years, the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment is required to prepare 
a list of impaired streams not meeting water quality standards, called the 303(d) Impaired Waters 
List. In 2008, there were four segments on the 303(d) list for selenium (Se) impairment which 
included the lower portion of the North Fork and Alum Gulch.    
 
No Action: Under the No Action Alternative, no change to existing water quality trends is predicted. 
The estimated 2,328 tons of salt annually contributed to the Colorado River would continue.    
 
Proposed Action: Because construction activities will occur only within the dry canal or lateral, no 
change in water quality during construction is predicted. Exemptions under the Clean Water Act 
apply to the proposed project. The Army Corps of Engineers lists these exemptions as 1) Farm or 
Stock Pond or Irrigation Ditch Construction or Maintenance and 2) Maintenance of Existing 
Structures.  Copies of the Exemption Summaries are provided as Appendix B. Because the project is 
exempted, no Section 401 Water Quality Certification is required, however best management 
practices would be implemented to protect water resources. Commitments include the following: 
 

 The contractor would obtain a CWA Section 402 Storm Water Discharge Permit (NPDES) 
from the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment for dewatering the 
construction area if dewatering is needed.  

 Silt curtains, cofferdams, dikes, straw bales, or other suitable erosion control measures will 
be used to prevent erosion from entering water bodies during construction. 

 Concrete pours will occur in forms and/or behind cofferdams to prevent discharge into 
waterways. Any wastewater from concrete-batching, vehicle wash down, and aggregate 
processing will be contained and treated or removed for off-site disposal. 

 Fuels, lubricants, hydraulic fluids, and other petrochemicals will be stored and dispensed in 
an approved staging area. Equipment will be inspected daily for petrochemical leaks. 
Construction equipment will be parked, stored, and serviced only at an approved staging 
area. 

 An oil spill response plan will be prepared for areas of work where spilled contaminants 
could flow into water bodies. All employees and workers, including those under separate 
contract, will be briefed and made familiar with this plan. The plan will be developed prior 
to initiation of construction. An oil spill response kit, which includes appropriate-sized spill 
blankets, shall be easily accessible and on-site at all times.  

 On-site supervisors and equipment operators will be trained and knowledgeable in the use 
of spill containment equipment. 
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 Appropriate federal and Colorado authorities will be immediately notified in the event of 
any contaminant spill. 

 
Implementation of off-farm of the project is predicted to result in an annual reduction of 2,328 tons 
of salt in the Colorado River.   
 
3.4 VEGETATION AND LAND USE  

The project area is in the Upper Sonoran life zone characterized by pinyon-juniper forests, Gambel 
oak, sagebrush, rabbitbrush, buffalo currant, and serviceberry. Over the years, the canal has created 
its own greenbelt where various trees, shrubs, and grasses have flourished along its banks. 
Common plants in the wetter areas include:  narrow leaf cottonwood, coyote willow, skunkbrush 
sumac, thinleafed alder, chokecherry, wild rose, and western wheatgrass. There were also a few 
sedges and some cattails found in isolated portions of the ditch.  Common plants in the drier areas 
include: serviceberry, juniper trees & bushes, pinion trees, mountain mahogany, Gambel oak, 
sagebrush, rabbitbrush, yellow clover, shrubby cinquefoil, Indian Rice Grass, prickly-pear cactus, 
and four-winged salt brush. Non-native weeds found along the ditch include: Russian olive, Canada 
thistle, Russian knapweed, hounds tongue, whitetop, and tamarisk. In addition to the weeds and 
native plant species, several fruit trees grow along the canal’s outer banks. Although trees flourish 
along the canal, their growth has been hindered along the canal’s access road.  
 
Figure 2 shows the major landcover classifications based on the Southwest Regional Gap Analysis 
Project (NatureServe 2004).  
 
Landcover types include Agriculture, Colorado Plateau Pinyon-Juniper Woodland, Rocky Mountain 
Lower Montane Riparian Woodland and Shrubland, Rocky Mountain Lower Montane-Foothill 
Shrubland, Inter-Mountain Basins Greasewood Flat, Inter-Mountain Basins Big Sagebrush 
Shrubland. A detailed description of each landcover type is as follows:  
 
Inter-Mountain Basins Big Sagebrush Shrubland:  This ecological system occurs throughout 
much of the western U.S., typically in broad basins between mountain ranges, plains and foothills 
between 1,500-2,300 m elevation. Soils are typically deep, well-drained and non-saline. These 
shrublands are dominated by Basin Big Sagebrush and Wyoming Big Sagebrush. Scattered Juniper 
spp. Greasewood, Antelope Bitterbrush, or Mountain Snowberry may co-dominate disturbed 
stands. Perennial herbaceous components typically contribute less than 25% vegetation cover. 
Common graminoid species include Indian Ricegrass, Blue Grama, Thickspike Wheatgrass, Idaho 
Fescue, Needle and Thread, Basin Wildrye, Western Wheatgrass or Bluebunch Wheatgrass.  
 
Colorado Plateau Pinyon-Juniper Woodland:  This ecological system occurs on dry mountains 
and foothills of the Colorado Plateau region from the Western Slope of Colorado to the Wasatch 
Range, south to the Mogollon Rim and east into the NW corner of New Mexico. It is typically found 
at lower elevations ranging from 1,500-2,440 m. These woodlands occur on the warm, dry sites on 
mountain slopes, mesas, plateaus, and ridges. Severe climatic events occurring during the growing 
season, such as frosts and droughts, are thought to limit the distribution of pinyon-juniper 
woodlands to relatively narrow altitudinal belts on mountainsides. Soils supporting this system 
vary in texture ranging from stony, cobbly, gravelly sandy loams to clay loam or clay. Pinyon Pine 
and/or Utah Juniper dominate the tree canopy. Rocky Mountain Juniper may co-dominate or 
replace Utah Juniper at higher elevations. Understory layers are variable and may be dominated by 
shrubs, graminoids, or be absent. Associated species include Manzanita, Sagebrush, Mountain 
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Mahagany, Blackbrush, Cliffrose, Antelope Bitterbrush, Gambel Oak, Blue Grama, James Galleta, or  
Muttongrass. This system occurs at higher elevations than Great Basin Pinyon-Juniper Woodland 
and Colorado Plateau shrubland systems where sympatric. 
 
Rocky Mountain Lower Montane Riparian Woodland and Shrubland:  This system is found 
throughout the Rocky Mountain and Colorado Plateau regions within a broad elevation range from 
approximately 900 to 2,800 m. This system often occurs as a mosaic of multiple communities that 
are tree-dominated with a diverse shrub component. This system is dependent on a natural 
hydrologic regime, especially annual to episodic flooding. Occurrences are found within the flood 
zone of rivers, on islands, sand or cobble bars, and intermediate stream banks. They can form large, 
wide occurrences on mid-channel islands in larger rivers or narrow bands on small, rocky canyon 
tributaries and well-drained benches. It is also typically found in backwater channels and other 
perennially wet but less scoured sites, such as floodplain swales, and irrigation ditches. Dominant 
trees may include Boxelder, Narrowleaf Cottonwood, Black Cottonwood, Freemont Cottonwood, 
Douglas-fir, Blue Spruce, Peachleaf Willow, or Rocky Mountain Juniper. Dominant shrubs include 
Rocky Mountain Maple, Gray Alder, Water Birch, Redosier Dogwood, River Hawthorn, Forestiera, 
Chokecherry, Skunkbush Sumac, Willow spp., Silver Buffaloberry, and Honeysuckle. Exotic trees of 
Russian olive and Salt Cedar are common in some stands. Generally, the upland vegetation 
surrounding this riparian system is different and ranges from grasslands to forests.    
 
Rocky Mountain Lower Montane Riparian Foothill Shrubland:  This ecological system is found 
in the foothills, canyon slopes and lower mountain slopes of the Rocky Mountains and on outcrops 
and canyon slopes in the western Great Plains. It ranges from southern New Mexico extending 
north into Wyoming, and west into the Intermountain region. These shrublands occur between 
1,500-2,900 m elevations and are usually associated with exposed sites, rocky substrates, and dry 
conditions, which limit tree growth. It is common where Quercus gambelii is absent such as the 
northern Colorado Front Range and in drier foothills and prairie hills. This system is generally drier 
than Rocky Mountain Gambel Oak-Mixed Montane Shrubland (CES306.818). Scattered trees or 
inclusions of grassland patches or steppe may be present, but the vegetation is typically dominated 
by a variety of shrubs including Amelanchier utahensis, Cercocarpus montanus, Purshia tridentata, 
Rhus trilobata, Ribes cereum, Symphoricarpos oreophilus, or Yucca glauca. In northeastern Wyoming 
and north into adjacent Montana, Cercocarpus ledifolius, usually with Artemisia tridentata, is the 
common dominant shrub. Grasses are represented as species of Muhlenbergia, Bouteloua, 
Hesperostipa, and Pseudoroegneria spicata. Fires play an important role in this system as the 
dominant shrubs usually have a severe die-back, although some plants will stump sprout.  
Cercocarpus montanus requires a disturbance such as fire to reproduce, either by seed sprout or 
root crown sprouting. Fire suppression may have allowed an invasion of trees into some of these 
shrublands, but in many cases sites are too xeric for tree growth. 
 
Inter-Mountain Basins Greasewood Flat:  This ecological system occurs throughout much of the 
western U.S. in intermountain basins and extends onto the western Great Plains. It typically occurs 
near drainages on stream terraces and flats or may form rings around playas. Sites typically have 
saline soils, a shallow water table and flood intermittently, but remain dry for most growing 
seasons. This system usually occurs as a mosaic of multiple communities, with open to moderately 
dense shrublands dominated or codominated by Sarcobatus vermiculatus. Atriplex canescens, 
Atriplex confertifolia, or Krascheninnikovia lanata may be present to codominant. Occurrences are 
often surrounded by mixed salt desert scrub. The herbaceous layer, if present, is usually dominated 
by graminoids. There may be inclusions of Sporobolus airoides, Distichlis spicata (where water 
remains ponded the longest), or Eleocharis palustris herbaceous types.    
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Field surveys were also conducted by Wildlife and Natural Resource Concepts & Solutions, LLC of 
Montrose, Colorado to evaluate and map riparian and wetland habitats associated with the off-farm 
irrigation system. A total of 21.2 acres of riparian and non-jurisdictional wetlands were identified 
adjacent to the affected portion of the Minnesota Canal and laterals. Figure 3 shows the locations of 
these habitat types in relation to the proposed project, and Table 5 summarizes the habitat types 
and scores for each of the areas identified. 
 
The Colorado Noxious Weed Act (Title 35, Article 5.5, C.R.S.) mandates that all persons must control 
noxious weeds on their property if such plants are a threat to neighboring landowners or natural 
ecosystems. To comply with the Law, the Board of County Commissioners must adopt a noxious 
weed plan for all unincorporated lands within its jurisdiction. For Delta County, the Delta County 
Noxious Weed Management Plan (Delta County 2010) identifies leafy spurge along Minnesota 
Creek and scattered infestations of whitetop, Russian knapweed, oxeye daisy, yellow toad flax and 
scotch thistle within the North Fork area. Canadian thistle is also listed as a county-wide infestation.  
The list of weedy species along the Minnesota Canal include cheatgrass, Russian thistle, curly dock, 
milkweed, and mustard.   
 
The Delta County Noxious Weed List includes the following: 
 
Yellow starthistle  Purple loosestrife  Myrtle spurge 
Common burdock  Diffuse knapweed  Spotted knapweed 
Russian knapweed  Hoary cress or Whitetop Leafy spurge 
Canada thistle   Musk thistle   Scotch thistle 
Bull thistle   Yellow toadflax  Oxeye daisy 
Poison hemlock  Halogeton   Russian olive 
saltcedar 
 
No Action:  The No Action Alternative would have no effect on existing vegetation or current land 
uses. 
 
Proposed Action:  Temporary disturbances within the footprint of the pipeline and along the 
potential siphon alignment would occur during construction, and the existing canal and laterals 
would be dewatered and filled so that they no longer transport irrigation water. Irrigation of hay 
adjacent to the canal will maintain water levels to some extent, lessening habitat losses associated 
with dewatering the canal. Pipeline alignments and construction footprints will be revegetated 
subject to the easement and agreements between MCRC and individual land owners. Impacts to 
habitat along the Minnesota Ditch due to piping can be minimized by avoiding the removal of trees 
as much as possible along the pipe trench, installing an occasional pipe cleanout that could 
occasionally be opened near more critical riparian areas, and proper revegetation of the area over 
the pipeline.  
 
During construction of the Proposed Action, an increase in noise and traffic would occur. To date, 
Reclamation has not been advised of concerns regarding disturbances during construction. Any 
complaints would be resolved on a case-by-case basis. Access for construction, operations and 
maintenance would utilize existing roadways. MCRC would obtain easements where necessary for 
improvements and pipeline alignments on public and private property.  
 
Construction activities will likely result in an initial increase in noxious weeds (i.e., Russian 
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knapweed). Herbicide applications and revegetation with appropriate seed mixes should result in a 
reduction in the number noxious weeds along the existing alignment. In addition, the loss of the 
wetted canal perimeter by piping and the associated reduction in maintenance will minimize the 
potential for reinfestation in the majority of locations. One specific benefit of the piping of the canal 
will be the removal of several stretches of Russian olive and tamarisk. Delta County Noxious Weed 
Management Plan adopted in 2010 recommends the following herbicides for the 5 most common 
weeds in Delta County: 
 
Table 4- Herbicide Guide for Delta County Weed Management Plan (2010)* 

Common Target Weeds Preferred Herbicides Application Timing 
Whitetop/hoary cress      -Telar + 24D (amine) 

     -Escort/ally 
Spring: late bud-early flower 

Russian knapweed      -Milestone 
     -Curtail, Transline, Stinger 
     -Redeem R & P 

Spring:  Rosette to early flower 
Fall:  Apply up until first hard 
freeze. 
Applications under drought 
conditions will not be effective. 

Canada thistle Same as Russian knapweed  
Scotch thistle, musk thistle Same as Russian knapweed, or 

     -Telar 
     -Banvel + 24D (amine) 

Spring:  Rosette to early flower 
Fall:  Rosette 
Spring:  These species are 
biennials and be controlled by 
chopping/digging. 

*follow the label for each herbicide, additional recommendations can be found in the Delta County Plan or by contacting 
the local Colorado State University Cooperative Extension Service agent.     

 
Reclamation has developed habitat evaluation procedures that estimate habitat losses or changes 
associated with salinity improvements in their May 2012 “Basinwide Salinity Control Program: 
Procedures for Habitat Replacement.”  In April 2013, Wildlife and Natural Resource Concepts & 
Solutions, LLC. evaluated the habitat impacts for the Minnesota Ditch Phase II piping project to 
quantify potential wetland and riparian habitat values that would be lost in the project area due to 
project implementation see Appendix H.  Predicted losses of riparian and wetlands habitats 
supported by canal and lateral prisms and seepages are estimated in Table 5. A total of 21.21 acres 
of non-jurisdictional wetland habitat were identified adjacent to or associated with the existing 
canal and laterals. With the removal of the wetted canal and lateral prisms and seeps, an estimated 
21.21 acres will be lost with a total fish and wildlife habitat value of 24.4. Fish and wildlife habitat 
values are discussed in greater detail in the Fish and Wildlife Resource Section.  
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Table 5-Predicted Vegetation Habitat Value Losses 

Wetland ID Habitat Type Existing Acres 

Habitat Score Habitat 

Credits Lost1 
Before After Loss 

H1 Shrub/Grass 0.28 6.8 5.8 1.00 0.28 

H2 Shrub/Grass 1.50 6.4 5.0 1.40 2.10 

H3 Shrub/Grass 0.50 5.8 5.0 0.80 0.40 

H4 Shrub/Grass 0.85 5.9 4.9 1.00 0.85 

H5 Shrub/Grass 0.80 6.1 4.2 1.90 1.52 

H6 Shrub/Scrub 3.78 6.3 4.8 1.50 5.67 

H7 Shrub/Scrub 5.55 6.3 4.8 1.50 8.32 

H8 Grass/Emergents 1.08 6.4 5.3 1.10 1.19 

H9 Grass/Emergents 0.76 5.2 4.3 0.90 0.68 

H10 Shrub/Grass 1.93 5.4 4.5 0.90 1.74 

H11 Shrub/Grass 3.16 5.5 5.0 0.50 1.58 

H12 Shrub 1.02 4.6 4.5 0.10 0.10 

Totals  21.21    24.44 
1 Habitat Credits Lost = Existing Acres * Habitat Score Loss 
 
The adjustments to the acres impacted are due to current irrigation practices. The Minnesota 
Extension Ditch runs adjacent to irrigated fields it supplies water to, as well as other lateral ditches 
and irrigated fields which are located below segments of the ditch. Vegetation along the ditch or 
below the ditch could be lost if the ditch is piped and the vegetation cannot get water from another 
source. If this is the case, the estimated habitat loss is not expected to change and the adjusted value 
is 100%. If the impacted vegetation is near an irrigated field, on-farm irrigation or irrigation return 
flows could provide water to this vegetation. This circumstance would reduce the expected habitat 
losses. If only a quarter of the habitat is expected to be lost due to current irrigation practices, the 
adjusted value is 25-percent (25-percent X Acres of Expected Habitat Loss due to Ditch Piping). 
There are also areas along the ditch that have other irrigation ditches and irrigated fields above it 
where water can drain or subsurface flow down off the hillside.  These flows can help offset the 
water that would be lost to ditch piping; however, this could change if irrigation practices above the 
ditch change. 
 
Construction of the proposed siphon at Runyon Gulch would cross an arid section and is predicted 
to result in the minimal loss of vegetation once the area is reseeded. This segment of the ditch will 
be revegetated with an appropriate dryland seed mixture. 
 
3.5 FISH AND WILDLIFE RESOURCES 

The piping project crosses some irrigated farmland, but most of it is across drier sagebrush-shrub 
land with some pinion-juniper woodlands.  There are a number of seeps located below the ditch 
that create more diversity in vegetation, and these areas will be impacted the most by the piping of 
the ditch. In the project area, riparian areas and seep areas have narrow leaf cottonwood, coyote 
willow, skunkbrush sumac, thinleafed alder, chokecherry, wild rose, and western wheatgrass. There 
were also a few sedges and some cattails found in isolated portions of the ditch. Common plants in 
the drier areas include: serviceberry, juniper trees & bushes, pinion trees, mountain mahogany, 
Gambel oak, sagebrush, rabbitbrush, yellow clover, shrubby cinquefoil, Indian Rice Grass, prickly-
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pear cactus, and four-winged salt brush. Non-native weeds found along the ditch include: Russian 
olive, Canada thistle, Russian knapweed, hounds tongue, whitetop, and tamarisk.  
 
Portions of the Minnesota Ditch for Phase II are adjacent to flood irrigated fields. Irrigation water in 
these fields will continue to feed the groundwater for adjacent habitat areas and thereby lessen the 
effect on existing habitat when ditch seepage is eliminated. Impacts on wildlife using the area along 
the ditch could still occur because the open irrigation ditch is one of the sources of water during the 
irrigation season. In the past the canal has not typically carried water during the winter periods and 
therefore impacts to the wildlife water supply would be negligible.  
 
43 USC Chapter 32A, Subchapter II, Section 1592 (a)(6) requires the Secretary, acting through the 
Bureau of Reclamation, to implement a basinwide salinity control program. The program is 
required to provide for the mitigation of incidental fish and wildlife values that are lost as a result of 
the measures and associated works. Reclamation has developed habitat evaluation procedures that 
estimate habitat losses or changes associated with salinity improvements. The procedures predict 
changes in habitat values. The changes are then multiplied by the estimated acres lost or altered to 
predict the habitat units needed to mitigate for incidental fish and wildlife values lost (see Table 5).    
 
The Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) describes the project area as winter and severe winter 
range for elk. For deer, the CPW lists the project area as a mule deer concentration area, winter 
range, winter concentration area, summer range, severe winter range, resident population area, 
and critical winter range (CPW 2012, 2010). The project area is also described as a winter forage 
area for the bald eagle and is within the historic range of Gunnison Sage Grouse.  
 
No Action:  Under the No Action Alternative, terrestrial wildlife and habitat would remain in their 
current condition. Salinity loading of the Colorado River drainage would continue at current rates, 
which may affect water quality within the drainage, and thereby may impact the fish and wildlife 
using the area.   
 
Proposed Action:  Upland wildlife habitat disturbed by the Proposed Action would likely result in 
minor temporary impacts to wildlife species within the Project Area. Local wildlife may avoid using 
portions of the project area because of temporary disturbances due to pipeline construction.  
However, these impacts should be short-term in duration.   
 
Construction areas will be confined to the smallest feasible area to limit disturbance to wildlife 
within the Project Area. Open pipeline trenches left overnight would be kept to a minimum to 
reduce potential entrainment of small animals and public safety problems. Construction holes or 
pipeline trenches left open overnight shall be covered or include exit ramps at least every ¼ mile to 
allow entrapped animals to escape.  Covers shall be secured in place and shall be strong enough to 
prevent livestock or wildlife from falling through. 
 
In general, impacts on wildlife using the area along the ditch should also be minimal because much 
of the area is farmed and there is similar existing habitat nearby. Flood irrigation of fields along the 
pipeline route will maintain groundwater levels to some extent, lessening impacts to wildlife that 
will occur as a result of the elimination of canal seepage.  
 
The estimated loss of 21.21 acres of riparian and wetland habitats, which equates to the loss of 
24.44 habitat credits, would directly impact those species dependent on these habitat types. 
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Predicted habitat losses include emergent, shrub/scrub, and forested wetland habitats supported 
by irrigation seepage and the wetted canal prisms (see Table 5). All projects receiving funding 
through the Colorado River Basin Salinity Control Program are required to implement a habitat 
replacement plan to provide for the mitigation of incidental fish and wildlife values that are lost due 
to the project.   Failure to comply with the habitat replacement requirements could lead to a 
cessation of funding under the cooperative agreement.   
 
MCRC implemented a habitat replacement project on property owned by the Town of Paonia, 
Colorado along the North Fork River for Phase I of the Minnesota Canal piping project.  Phase I 
required 11.17 units of habitat to be replaced and the Town of Paonia habitat replacement project 
generated 22.73 habitat units.  The 11.56 excess habitat units from Phase I will be utilized for Phase 
II of the project.  Phase II of the project requires a total of 24.44 habitat credits to be replaced. After 
utilizing the excess credits from Phase 1, 12.88 habitat units need to be generated with an 
additional habitat replacement project. A Habitat Replacement Plan (HRP) has been approved to 
take place near the project area on Peter Heller’s property, about 2 miles south of the town of 
Paonia in Delta County, Colorado.   The HRP includes the construction of 9 potholes for waterfowl 
and shore birds, and the de-silting of an existing man-made pond.  Invasive weeds such as tamarisk, 
Russian olive, and Russian knapweed would be removed , and an effective weed control program 
would be implemented.  Native plantings would be established in the newly constructed wetland 
areas.  Native plants would include species such as narrowleaf cottonwoods, sumac, native plum, 
New Mexico privet, cotoneaster, alkali bulrush, hardstem bulrush, and Nebraska sedge.  The 
property is held in a conservation easement and the Habitat Replacement Plan will create 
approximately 15.73 habitat credits. 
 
No impacts to nesting birds are expected because activities within the canal prism would occur 
outside the irrigation season prior to or after the traditional nesting season (March 15th to August 
31st).  
 
In addition, improved water quality would likely benefit downstream aquatic species (amphibians 
and fish) by reducing salt and selenium loading in the North Fork, Gunnison, and Colorado rivers.  
 
3.6 THREATENED AND ENDANGERED SPECIES 

The Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973 protects federally listed endangered, threatened and 
candidate plant and animal species and their critical habitats. Table 6 lists these species that may 
occur within Delta County, Colorado and Minnesota Creek (USFWS 2010). A general description of 
each species follows.  
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Table 6-Federally Listed, Candidate and BLM Sensitive Species 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Black-footed Ferret:  The black-footed ferret is one of the most endangered mammals in North 
America. The ferret is associated with prairie dog towns and was once believed extinct. A 
reintroduction program is underway, including introductions in northwest Colorado. At the present 
time, there are no known populations in the project area or the Gunnison Basin. Potential habitat is 
fragmented in the basin, with prairie dog towns separated by cropland and other human 
developments. Historical presence in the basin is not known.   
 
Bonytail:  The bonytail is a large cyprinid fish endemic to the Colorado River and is the rarest of the 
four big river endangered fishes in the Colorado River Basin. Wild populations are considered 
nearly extinct.  
 
The Minnesota Creek basin has never been confirmed as habitat for this species; however, early 
sampling and anecdotal information suggests the species was common in the Green and Colorado 
Rivers in the early 20th century (McAda, 2003). The Fish and Wildlife Service (2002) cited one 
capture in the Gunnison River near Delta by Jordan (1891), although identification of this specimen 
has been questioned. There were 5 captures in the mainstem Colorado River in the 1980’s.  
Therefore it is possible that the species once utilized the Gunnison River.    
 
Canada Lynx:  Lynx may have disappeared from Colorado by about 1973. Sightings prior to that 
time were few, scattered throughout mountainous areas of the state. In 1999 a program of lynx 
restoration began in the San Juan Mountains, and by 2005 more than 200 animals had been 
released, a number of litters of kittens had been born, and lynx were expanding throughout the high 
country and occasionally beyond. Lynx reproduction has not been confirmed in 2007 and 2008, 
possibly related to snowshoe hare decline, but reproduction was reported in 2009 and 2011. The 
lynx is found in dense sub-alpine forest and willow corridors along mountain streams and 
avalanche chutes, the home of its favored prey species, the snowshoe hare.   
 
Reintroduced lynx have entered the Gunnison Basin where potential habitat occurs at higher 
elevations. The potential exists that the species will become permanently established in the basin.  
 
Clay-loving Wild Buckwheat:  The clay-loving wild buckwheat is a small shrub that is found in semi-

Common Name  Scientific Name  Listing Status  

Black-footed ferret  Mustela nigripes  Endangered  

Bonytail  Gila elegans  Endangered  

Canada lynx  Lynx canadensis  Threatened  

Clay-loving wild buckwheat  Erigonum pelinophilum  Endangered  

Colorado Basin hookless cactus  Sclerocactus glaucus  Threatened  

Colorado pikeminnow  Ptychocheilus lucius  Endangered  

Colorado desert parsley Lomatium concinnum Sensitive 

Rocky Mountain thistle Cirsium perplexans Sensitive 

Greenback cutthroat trout  Oncorhynchus clarki stomias  Threatened  

Gunnison sage grouse Centrocercus minimus Candidate 

Humpback chub  Gila cypha  Endangered  

Mexican spotted owl Strix occidentalis lucida Threatened 

Razorback sucker  Xyrauchen texanus  Endangered  

Yellow-billed cuckoo 

Northern leopard frog 

Rocky Mountain thistle 

Coccyzus americanus 

Rana pipiens 

Cirsium perplexans 

Candidate  

BLM Sensitive 

BLM Sensitive 
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desert shrub communities of adobe hills. It is normally located in specific microhabitats and can be 
associated with shadscale and mat saltbush. Its range is restricted to small acreages in Delta and 
Montrose Counties and primary threats include fragmentation or clearing of habitat for urban 
development and off-road vehicle use. In the early 20th century, habitat was probably more 
extensive and was probably cleared for agricultural lands. Soils supporting the species are derived 
from Mancos shale (Lyon and Williams 1998).  The potential for habitat for Clay-loving Buckwheat 
exists in the project area however none were found during the surveys conducted in May and 
November 2013. 
 
Colorado Basin Hookless Cactus:  The Colorado Basin hookless cactus is a small cactus normally 
found on gravelly alluvial soils or in clay between 4,500 and 6,000 feet and can be associated with 
shadscale, sagebrush, greasewood, saltbush, and other desert vegetation. In Colorado it is reported 
from Montrose, Delta, Gunnison, Garfield, and Mesa Counties. Threats may include trampling from 
grazing, recreation use of lands, off-road vehicle use, and development on some lands. Past reports 
include populations on benches along the Gunnison River from Hotchkiss downstream (Lyon and 
Williams 1998).  The potential for habitat for Colorado Basin Hookless Cactus exists in the project 
area however none were found during the surveys conducted in May and November 2013. 
 
Colorado Pikeminnow:  The Colorado pikeminnow (formerly known as the Colorado squawfish) is 
the largest member of the minnow family in North America and historically was the main predator 
fish in the Colorado River system. This long-lived fish was found throughout warm water reaches of 
the entire Colorado River Basin downstream to the Gulf of California. It is estimated that the 
pikeminnow no longer occurs in approximately 75 percent of its historic range and was listed as 
endangered in 1967. The Green River and its major tributaries support the largest population; the 
upper Colorado River population is more limited (Osmundson and Burnham 1998). The Green 
River is probably the key to recovery of the species. The species occurred in the Gunnison River and 
has probably not ever been totally expatriated from the river; its historical upstream limits on the 
Gunnison are not known, but fish probably occurred at least upstream to the North Fork 
confluence.  
 
Razorback Sucker:  The razorback sucker is a large catostomid, endemic to the Colorado River Basin 
of the western United States. The species belongs to a monotypic genus that is distinguished by a 
prominent dorsal keel that rises immediately posterior to the occiput. It is long-lived and 
individuals may exceed 40 years of age. The historic distribution of razorback sucker has been 
reduced by 75 percent (Minckley et al., 1991) and its extremely low abundance within remaining 
habitat caused it to be listed as endangered under the Endangered Species Act of 1973. Anecdotal 
accounts indicate that razorback sucker were common in the Gunnison River near Delta in the early 
and middle portions of the 20th Century. 
 
Greenback Cutthroat Trout:  The greenback cutthroat trout is a freshwater fish with numerous 
large spots and a green back. The species is found in clear, swift-flowing mountain streams with 
overhanging banks and vegetative cover. Juveniles tend to shelter in shallow backwaters and lakes. 
Spawning occurs in spring, or in some high-elevation sites, during the early summer.  
 
Gunnison Sage Grouse:  The Gunnison sage-grouse is a species of sage-grouse found south of the 
Colorado River in Colorado and Utah.  They are about one-third smaller than the greater sage-
grouse, and males have more distinct, white barring on their tail feathers, longer and more dense 
filoplumes on their necks.  Female Gunnison and greater sage-grouse have nearly the same 
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plumage, but the female Gunnison is again about one-third smaller than the greater sage-
grouse.  Male Gunnison sage-grouse conduct an elaborate display when trying to attract females on 
breeding grounds (leks) in the spring.  Nesting begins in mid-April and continues into July.  
 
The Gunnison sage-grouse is a species of special concern in Colorado.  Human development, 
livestock, grazing, and increased ungulate populations have all contributed to historic losses of 
habitat for the Gunnison sage-grouse.  In 2013, the Gunnison sage-grouse was proposed for listing 
as an endangered species.  
 
 No known populations of Gunnison sage-grouse have been found in the proposed piping corridor.  
The nearest known species occurrences are approximately 13 miles from the proposed project site. 
 
Colorado River Cutthroat Trout:  The Colorado River cutthroat trout is native to the Colorado River 
basin. The species is found in clear, cold, naturally-fluctuating water and requires well-distributed 
pools, stable stream banks, and abundant stream cover. This species is extremely imperiled and 
currently occupies approximately five percent of its historic range. CPW manages a small 
population of Colorado River Cutthroat Trout on the East Fork of Minnesota Creek, above Beaver 
Reservoir. Beaver Reservoir is approximately 7 miles upstream of the Minnesota diversion and is a 
sufficient fish barrier to downstream nonnative fish.     
 
Humpback Chub:  The humpback chub is a mid-sized cyprinid endemic to the Colorado River, 
generally found in deep-water canyon-bound reaches of the Colorado, Yampa, and Green Rivers. 
The Gunnison River has never been confirmed as important habitat for this species; however, 
sampling was very limited in potential habitat areas in the early and mid-20th century period. Only 
one specimen has been confirmed and it was found in a canyon area about 4-miles downstream 
from Bridgeport in 1995. Two of the key river reaches for this species are located at Black Rocks 
and Westwater Canyon on the Colorado River downstream from the Gunnison confluence near the 
Colorado-Utah Stateline.  
 
Mexican Spotted Owl:  The Mexican spotted owl is a federally listed threatened species.  These owls 
are nocturnal and non-migratory.  The spotted owl occupies steep rocky canyons and they are 
typically found between 4,100 and 9,000 feet above sea level.  These owls tend to be opportunistic 
feeders and prey on small mammals, birds, reptiles, and insects.  Spotted owls utilize suitable 
naturally occurring sites and nests built by other animals.  The eggs are incubated for 
approximately 32 days.  Fledging typically occurs 36 days after the eggs hatch.   
 
Most known owls exist within the boundaries of 11 National Forests in Arizona and New Mexico.  
Those found in Colorado only inhabit the Mesa Verde National Park area.  No specimens or habitat 
are known to exist within the project area.    
 
Yellow-billed Cuckoo:  The western yellow-billed cuckoo was proposed for listing under the ESA as 
threatened in 2013. The species breeds in large blocks of riparian habitats, in particular 
cottonwood woodlands, and dense understory foliage appears to be important. Based on historical 
accounts, the species was localized and uncommon along Colorado drainages while being locally 
common in other western areas (Fish and Wildlife Service 2005). The species was probably never 
common in western Colorado and is now extremely rare (Kingery 1998). In 1998, 242 miles of 
riparian habitat were surveyed along six rivers in west-central Colorado with one cuckoo detected 
(Dexter 1998). However, in 2008 breeding was confirmed along the North Fork (Beason 2008).  
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Cottonwood woodlands have been lost or fragmented in the study area due to clearing for towns 
and agriculture, filling and diking of lowlands, development of recreation sites in woodlands, fires, 
invasion of tamarisk and other non-native plants, and reduction of spring peaks that are important 
for regeneration of cottonwood stands, making the potential for Yellow-billed Cuckoo habitat low.  
There are no known occurrences of the Yellow-billed Cuckoo in the project area. 
 
Northern Leopard Frog:  The Northern leopard frog is a BLM sensitive species. The species requires 
a mosaic of habitats to meet the requirements of all of its life stages and breeds in a variety of 
aquatic habitats that include slow-moving or still water along streams and rivers, wetlands, 
permanent or temporary pools, beavers ponds, and human-constructed habitats such as earthen 
stock tanks and borrow pits.  
 
Northern leopard frog range includes the northern tier of the United States, western states and the 
southern Canadian provinces. Declines of the species have been documented in most western 
states. Threats include habitat loss, non-native species, pollution and climate changes that 
individually and cumulatively have resulted in population declines, local extinctions and 
disappearance from vast areas of its historic range. 
 
Rocky Mountain Thistle:  The Rocky Mountain thistle is a local endemic whose global distribution is 
restricted to western Colorado. It is a member of the sunflower family and is a BLM sensitive 
species. The most recent data suggests that it is imperiled due to the small number of occurrences 
and small population sizes.  
 
Primary threats to Rocky Mountain thistle include the use of biological controls and herbicides in 
the management of non-native Cirsium species, invasion of non-native plant species, and impacts 
from recreational, agricultural, industrial and residential land uses. 
 
No Action:  In the absence of the proposed action, salt loading from the project area would 
continue and the cumulative water quality benefits of the Colorado River Basin Salinity Control 
Program on listed aquatic species would occur.    
 
Proposed Action:  On May 14, 2013, and November 15, 2014, E.M. Ecological conducted a rare 
plant assessment and survey along the Minnesota Canal extension including the siphon alignment. 
There were no federally threatened or endangered species identified. Habitat for listed species does 
not occur within the project area or are not of adequate size to support the listed species.  Two 
federally listed Sensitive species were found in the project right of way within the McCluskey State 
Wildlife Area: Colorado desert parsley (Lomatium concinnum) and Rocky Mountain thistle (Cirsium 
perplexans). The occurrences of the Sensitive species were in the SW quadrant of Section 17, 
Township 14 South, Range 91 West.  The locations of the Sensitive species are shown in Figure 4.  
The majority of the desert parsley plants appear to be growing far enough away from the ditch that 
disturbance to most plants could be avoided with minimal effort.  The same holds true for the 
Rocky Mountain thistle occurrences.  Even though some disturbance and individual plant mortality 
may occur, the populations of these two species in the area would not likely be adversely affected 
from the pipeline installation activities.   
 
Reclamation consulted with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service during Phase I of the Minnesota Canal 
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piping project regarding all historic depletions associated with the Minnesota Canal and Reservoir 
Company, including the depletions associated with Phase II of the Minnesota Canal piping project.  
No new depletions would occur as a result of the proposed action and MCRC’s historic depletions 
(3,190 ac/ft/yr) would continue to adversely impact endangered fish. In August 2012, the Service 
determined that the project fits under the umbrella of the Gunnison River Basin Programmatic 
Biological Opinion (PBO) (Fish and Wildlife Service) and would avoid the likelihood of jeopardy 
and/or adverse modification of critical habitat for depletion impacts. The Minnesota Canal and 
Reservoir Company entered into a Recovery Agreement (Appendix C) which provides certainty that 
its depletions can occur consistent with section 7 of the Endangered Species Act.   No further 
consultation is required for historic depletions. 
 
Reclamation has determined that the proposed action has no new effect on bonytail chub, Colorado 
pikeminnow, humpback chub, and razorback sucker, and no effect on black-footed ferret, Canada 
lynx, clay-loving wild buckwheat, Colorado Basin hookless cactus, greenback cutthroat trout,  
Gunnison’s prairie dog, , Mexican spotted owl, North American wolverine, and Mexican spotted owl.  
Gunnison sage-grouse and yellow-billed cuckoo will also not be affected. Furthermore, the 
cumulative efforts of the Colorado River Basin Salinity Control Program are improving water 
quality within designated critical habitats for the Colorado pikeminnow, razorback sucker, 
humpback chub, and bonytail chub throughout the Colorado River and Gunnison River basins by 
reducing salt and selenium loads.   
 
3.7 INDIAN TRUST ASSETS 

Indian trust assets (ITAs) are legal interests in property held by the United States for Indian Tribes 
or individuals. Reclamation and other Federal agencies share the responsibility to protect these 
assets. Trust assets may include: lands, minerals, hunting and fishing rights, traditional gathering 
grounds, and water rights.  
 
No Indian trust assets have been identified within the project area. Therefore, the No Action and 
Proposed Action have no effect on Indian trust assets.  
 
3.8 ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

Executive Order 12898 on Environmental Justice provides that Federal agencies analyze programs 
to assure that they do not disproportionately adversely affect minority or low income populations 
or Indian Tribes. The project area does not occur on Indian reservation lands or within 
disproportionately adversely affected minority or low income populations. Therefore, the No Action 
and Proposed Action have no effect on environmental justice.  
 
3.9 CULTURAL RESOURCES 

In May 2013, Alpine Archaeological Consultants, Inc. conducted a Class III cultural resource 
inventory of irrigation features and areas slated for disturbance (Alpine, 2013). The inventory 
examined 3.83 miles of the Minnesota Canal, from its crossing at Lucas Creek to approximately 1 
mile southwest of Bell Creek.  The inventory resulted in a complete recording of the affected 
portion of the canal and its associated water control features.  One historic site was also 
documented during the inventory; no Isolated Finds were discovered.  In April 2014 Alpine 
Archaeological Consultants, Inc. conducted a follow up survey on the potential siphon (Runyon 
Gulch) disturbance area. The same criteria was used from the initial survey the previous year. No 
historic sites or Isolated Finds were discovered in the follow up survey. 
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Twenty three features associated with the canal were identified and documented along the main 
segment of the Minnesota Canal.  Water control features include small, secondary, side-outlet 
headgates that function to distribute water to shareholders along the canal and Parshall flumes.  
Five of the 23 water features identified were foot bridges not related to the function of the canal.  
All of the bridges were built by private landowners to allow crossing of the Minnesota Canal. 
 
The Articles of Incorporation for the Minnesota Ditch Company states that the canal’s construction 
did not begin until February 19, 1885 (Minnesota Ditch Company 1887). The ditch was reported to 
have a base width of 6½ ft., top width of 7½ ft., and a depth of 2 ft. The carrying capacity of the 
ditch was to be approximately 140 acre-feet of water. The Minnesota Ditch Company was 
incorporated on May 30, 1887 with Aaron Clough, John Lane, Wesley Ault, C. H. Amway, Joseph 
Fluallen, Bessie Goodenow, and R. Adams serving as the company’s board of directors. The 
company was organized with $7,480 of capital stock divided into 170 shares at $44 a share. In just 
over one year, the company was reincorporated as the Minnesota Canal Company on August 25, 
1888 (Minnesota Canal Company 1888). The name change and reincorporation was likely 
prompted by a substantial increase in water appropriated to the ditch in the fall of 1887. Under the 
ownership of the Minnesota Canal Company, the canal continued to carry water as far as Lucas 
Creek on Lamborn Mesa until the spring of 1897 when the canal was extended an additional 3.6 mi. 
southwest and southeast and onto Stewart and Bone mesas. The construction of the extension 
began on April 4, 1897. The resulting canal had a bottom width of 5 ft., a top width of 8 ft., a depth 
of 3 ft., and a grade of 5 ft. to the mile (Delta County Ditch Record No. 13284). The Minnesota Canal 
Company continued to operate until it was consolidated along with its subsidiary, the Minnesota 
Canal Supply Ditch and Reservoir Company, into the Minnesota Canal and Reservoir Company on 
May 4, 1903 (Minnesota Canal and Reservoir Company 1903). The Minnesota Canal and Reservoir 
Company continues to manage the canal today. 
 
No Action:  The No Action Alternative would have no effect on cultural or historic resources.  
 
Proposed Action:  The Minnesota Canal was previously determined eligible for the National 
Register of Historic Places because of its association with the early agriculture of the North Fork 
Valley. In consultation with the Colorado State Historic Preservation Office (Colorado SHPO), 
Reclamation determined that the Proposed Action would have an adverse effect on the Minnesota 
Canal. A Memorandum of Agreement has been developed between Reclamation, MCRC, and the 
Colorado SHPO to mitigate the adverse effects of the proposed action. The MOA stipulates that Level 
I Documentation as described in Historic Resource Documentation, Standards for Level l, II, and III 
Documentation (Colorado SHPO 2007) of the Minnesota Canal is appropriate to mitigate the 
adverse effects of the Proposed Action. A copy of consultation and MOA are attached in Appendix D 
for reference. 
 
3.10 RECREATION RESOURCES 

The proposed project is located on private lands with easements held by MCRC, therefore, the No 
Action and Proposed Action will have no effect on recreation resources.    
 
3.11 VISUAL RESOURCES 

The proposed project is located on private lands with easements held by MCRC, therefore none of 
the land is within a Visual Resource Management Area. During preconstruction, staging of 
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materials, construction, and post-construction rehabilitation of the project area, the existing ditch 
will be filled, graded and revegetated to match the surrounding landscape. This would be a net 
improvement to the visual character of the area once the project was completed. 
 
3.12 PRIME AND UNIQUE FARMLAND 

Prime and unique farmlands are designations assigned by the Department of Agriculture. Prime 
farmland has the best combination of physical and chemical characteristics for producing food, 
feed, forage fiber and oilseed crops. Unique farmland is land other than prime farmland that is used 
for the production of specific high-value food and crops, such as citrus, tree nuts, olives, 
cranberries, and other fruits and vegetables. It has a special combination of soil quality, location, 
growing season, and moisture supply required to produce sustained high quality crops when 
properly managed. In addition, farmlands of statewide importance are lands that nearly meet the 
requirements for prime farmland and have been identified by state agencies. 
 
Within the reaches of the project footprint, the following prime and unique farmlands exist either 
adjacent to or near the Minnesota Canal Extension (Table 7 and Figure 5). 
 
 
Table 7-Prime and Other Important Farmlands 

Map 
Symbol 

Map Unit Name Farmland Classification 

3 Aqua Fria stony loam, 3 to 12 percent slopes Farmland of unique importance 

5 Aqua Fria clay loam, 1 to 6 percent slopes Prime Farmland if Irrigated 

6 Apishapa silty clay loam, 0 to 5 percent slopes Prime Farmland if Irrigated and 
Drained 

20 Cerro loam, 1 to 6 percent slopes Prime Farmland if Irrigated 

66 Razor silty clay loam, 3 to 12 percent slopes Farmland of Statewide Importance 

 
Because the canal prism will be filled, contoured and reseeded, the project action will benefit 
adjacent prime and unique farmland. Once constructed and reclaimed, annual maintenance 
activities adjacent to these farmlands would be greatly reduced. In addition, improved water 
delivery should assist in keep these agricultural lands in production. 
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3.13 OTHER RESOURCES 

There are no Wild and Scenic Rivers, Wilderness, or Wilderness Study Areas within or in close 
proximity to the project area.  Therefore, there would be no impact to these resources from the No 
Action Alternative or the Action Alternative. 
    
3.14 CUMULATIVE IMPACTS 

Cumulative impacts are impacts on the environment, which result from the incremental impact of 
the action, when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions. 
Cumulative impacts can result from individually minor but collectively significant actions taking 
place over a period of time.  
 
At this time, there are no known federal, state, or local projects occurring within the Project Area or 
vicinity. Specifically, there are no leased BLM parcels within the project area.  
 
The Proposed Action will comply with all relevant federal, state and local permits (detailed in the 
Summary and Environmental Commitments Section of this document). The proposed area and 
duration of disturbance under the Proposed Action are small and short-term, and long-term 
impacts are not expected to raise cumulative negative impacts to a significant level.  
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There are three federal programs that include the project area at a basin-wide scale. The first 
program is the Colorado River Basin Salinity Control Program (CRBSCP), which provided the 
funding for implementation of the proposed action. Collectively, projects funded under the CRBSCP 
result in improved water quality with the goal of reducing salt loading in the Colorado River. The 
second is the Upper Colorado River Endangered Fish Recovery Program (Recovery Program). The 
Recovery Program involves federal, state and private organizations and agencies in Colorado, Utah, 
and Wyoming. Partners of the Recovery Program are recovering four species of endangered fish in 
the Colorado River and its tributaries while water use and development continues to meet human 
needs in compliance with interstate compacts and applicable federal and state laws. The third 
program is the development and implementation of the Gunnison Basin Selenium Management 
Plan which was incorporated as a conservation measure in the Gunnison Basin Programmatic 
Biological Opinion (Fish and Wildlife Service 2009). Reclamation, working with entities in the 
Gunnison Basin, developed a plan to reduce selenium levels in the Gunnison River at Whitewater. 
When the Proposed Action is analyzed with components of these basin-wide programs, the 
cumulative beneficial effects on water quality are significant.   
 
3.13 SUMMARY OF IMPACTS 

Table 8 lists predicted impacts of the No Action and Proposed Action Alternatives analyzed in this 
Environmental Assessment.  
 
The proposed action will result in no change or have no effect on Indian trust assets, environmental 
justice, or recreation resources. Water rights and uses, water quality, and endangered species 
would all benefit from the proposed action. Negative impacts to vegetation, fish and wildlife, and 
cultural resources would not be significant with implementation of the mitigation measures 
described in Chapter 4, the Environmental Commitments and Mitigation Section of this document.  
 
 
 
 

Table 8-Summary of Impacts 

Resource Issue 

Alternatives 

No Action Proposed Action 

Water Rights and Use No Change No Change 

Water Quality Continued salt loading from the Project 
Area to the Colorado River Basin 

Estimated annual reduction of 2,328 tons 
of salt loading to the Colorado River from 
off-farm improvements. Also potential 
selenium loading reductions to Alum 
Gulch, North Fork and Gunnison Rivers. 

Vegetation and Land Use No Change Estimated loss of 21.2 acres of CWA non-
jurisdictional wetland and riparian habitat 

Fish and Wildlife Resources No Change Short-term temporary impact to local 
wildlife during construction.  Estimate loss 
of 24.4 habitat units from reduced 
seepage and canal prism habitat.  Habitat 
units lost as a result of project 
implementation will be mitigated with the 
implementation of a Habitat Replacement 
Plan. 
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Threatened and Endangered 
Species 

Salt and Selenium loading from the 
project area would continue to affect 
aquatic dependent species, as would 
historic depletion. 

Historic depletions would continue to 
adversely affect the Colorado River fishes, 
however the Upper Colorado River 
Endangered Fish Recovery Program serves 
as the Reasonable and Prudent Alternative 
for these impacts. The proposed project 
would continue to improve water quality 
by contributing to reducing salt and 
selenium loading in the Gunnison and 
Colorado rivers (see Appendix C). Two 
Federally listed Sensitive plant species 
(Colorado desert parsley and Rocky 
Mountain thistle) are located in the ditch 
right-of-way. Sensitive plant species will 
be marked prior to construction, and 
construction activities will be 
implemented with minimal impacts on the 
Federally listed plants.   

Indian Trust Assets No Effect No Effect 

Environmental Justice No Effect No Effect 

Cultural Resources No Effect Adverse affect to Minnesota Ditch (See 
Appendix D).  Adverse effects will be 
mitigated through the execution of an 
MOA and Level I Documentation. 

Recreation Resources No Effect No Effect 

Visual Resources No Effect No Effect 

Prime and Unique Farmland No Effect Beneficial Effects 

Cumulative Impacts No Effect Beneficial Effects 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 - ENVIRONMENTAL COMMITMENTS AND MITIGATION 
MEASURES 

This section discusses the environmental commitments and related mitigation developed to protect 
resources and mitigate adverse impacts to a non-significant level. The cooperative agreement 
between Reclamation and MCRC requires that MCRC be responsible for “…implementing and/or 
complying with the environmental commitments contained in the NEPA/ESA compliance 
documents to be developed by Reclamation for the project.”    
 
The following environmental commitments will be implemented as an integral part of the Proposed 
Action. Environmental commitments include:  
 

1. Construction Activities confined to the Surveyed Corridor - All construction activities would 
be confined to within 100 feet of the surveyed pipeline alignment and construction staging 
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areas. Construction activities outside of this corridor would require additional review by 
Reclamation to determine if the existing surveys and information are adequate to evaluate 
additional impacts outside this corridor. If additional borrow or waste areas are identified, 
the areas will be inventoried, surveyed and evaluated prior to use. Additional NEPA/ESA 
compliance activities may be required if determined by Reclamation. 
 

2. Disturbed Areas - During construction, topsoil (if present) would be saved and then 
redistributed after completion of construction activities. All disturbed areas would be 
smoothed, shaped, contoured and reseeded to as near their pre-project conditions as 
practicable. Seeding and planting would occur at appropriate times with weed-free seed 
mixes as per landowner specifications 

 
3. Water Quality - Best Management Practices (BMPs) would be implemented to minimize 

erosion and protect water quality of downstream resources. BMPs are described in greater 
detail in the Water Quality section of this document. In the event that dewatering during 
construction is needed, MCRC or its contractor would obtain required CWA Section 402 
permits prior to dewatering.  BMPs include: 

 Silt curtains, cofferdams, dikes, straw bales, or other suitable erosion control measures 
will be used to prevent erosion from entering water bodies during construction. 

 Concrete pours will occur in forms and/or behind cofferdams to prevent discharge into 
waterway. Any wastewater from concrete-batching, vehicle wash down, and aggregate 
processing will be contained and treated or removed for off-site disposal. 

 Fuels, lubricants, hydraulic fluids, and other petrochemicals will be stored and 
dispensed in an approved staging area. Equipment will be inspected daily for 
petrochemical leaks. Construction equipment will be parked, stored, and serviced only 
at an approved staging area. 

 An oil spill response plan will be prepared for area of work where spilled contaminants 
could flow into water bodies. All employee and workers, including those under separate 
contract, will be briefed and made familiar with this plan. The plan will be developed 
prior to initiation of construction. An oil spill response kit, which includes appropriate-
sized spill blankets, shall be easily accessible and onsite at all time. 

 Onsite supervisors and equipment operators will be trained and knowledgeable in the 
use of spill containment equipment. 

 Appropriate federal and Colorado authorities will be immediately notified in the event 
of any contaminant spill. 

   
4. Irrigation Facilities and Structures - Pursuant to the Cooperative Agreement between MCRC 

and Reclamation (Co. Ag. No. R13AC40005), MCRC will permanently dewater, remove from 
irrigation service, and render incapable of irrigation water delivery the Minnesota Canal. 
The proposed pipeline, including new division boxes, will be placed along the existing canal 
and backfilled appropriately. MCRC will remove all existing irrigation structures (headgates, 
drops, etc.) and refill any abandoned canal prism with soil. 
   

5. Vegetation Resources - Populations of Federally listed Sensitive plant species (Colorado 
desert parsley and Rocky Mountain thistle) will be marked along the ditch to identify areas 
where construction activities will be implemented with care to minimize impacts and 
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disturbances as best as possible. Ground disturbances would be limited to only those 
necessary to safely implement the Proposed Action. Best Management Practices to reduce 
disturbances to vegetation resources reduces the amount of planting or reseeding needed. 
Pipe cleanouts/drains will be installed near more critical riparian areas, and opened 
occasionally to provide necessary moisture, planting and reseeding disturbed areas, per 
landowner specifications, monitoring plantings to ensure establishment, control of noxious 
weeds in disturbed areas, and the use of accepted erosion control measures during 
construction are all incorporated as environmental commitments for the proposed action.  
 

6. Noxious Weeds - Noxious weeds shall be controlled following the Delta County Weed 
Management Plan. A copy of the County Plan is attached as Appendix E.  
 

7. Fish and Wildlife Resources - Construction areas would be confined to the smallest feasible 
area to limit disturbance to wildlife within the Project Area. Open pipeline trenches left 
overnight would be kept to a minimum to reduce potential entrainment of small animals 
and public safety problems. Construction holes or pipeline trenches left open overnight 
shall be covered or include exit ramps at least every ¼ mile to allow entrapped animals to 
escape. Covers shall be secured in place and shall be strong enough to prevent livestock or 
wildlife from falling through. 

 
8. Habitat Replacement - Development and/or enhancement to replace the predicted 24.4 fish 

and wildlife habitat units lost under the proposed action are required under the Colorado 
River Salinity Control Act. MCRC is responsible for developing and implementing a 
Reclamation approved wildlife habitat replacement plan to replace fish and wildlife values 
foregone as required by the Salinity Control Act. Habitat replacement will be implemented 
at Peter Heller’s property concurrently with installation of the pipelines. At the request of 
MCRC, Reclamation staff will assist in developing potential habitat replacement, however 
the responsibly for habitat replacement is MCRC’s. A portion of the required habitat 
replacement will come from excess credits from a habitat replacement project completed in 
the Town of Paonia on Town owned property adjacent to the North Fork. The remainder of 
habitat credits will come from the new habitat project at the Heller property. Additional 
NEPA, ESA, and Historic Preservation Act compliance may be needed to implement the 
habitat replacement plan. The habitat replacement plan must be approved and in place 
prior to starting construction.  Failure to implement habitat replacement concurrent with 
construction may result in delays in obligating funding under the Cooperative Agreement. 
 

9. Federally Listed Species – In August 2012, MCRC entered into a recovery agreement with 
the Fish and Wildlife Service to incorporate its historic depletions under the umbrella of the 
Gunnison Basin Biological Opinion. The recovery agreement is included in Appendix C. In 
the event that threatened or endangered species are encountered during construction, 
MCRC shall stop construction activities until Reclamation has completed consultation with 
the Fish and Wildlife Service to ensure that adequate measures are in place to avoid or 
reduce impacts to the species. 

 
10. Cultural Resources - Reclamation, MCRC and the Colorado State Historic Preservation Office 

(SHPO) will enter into a Memorandum of Agreement to mitigate the Proposed Action’s 
adverse effects to cultural resources. The MOA will commit to historic resource 
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documentation of the Minnesota Canal (5DT1780), recording prior to construction activities 
in accordance with the guidance for Level 1 documentation found in “Historic Resource 
Documentation, Standards for Level I, II and III Documentation” (COAHP 2007). The Level I 
documentation will include a narrative that synthesizes the existing documentation on the 
properties and describes the properties in the context of the development and history of the 
Minnesota Canal System. The report shall be submitted to the SHPO within one year of the 
execution of the MOA. A copy of the MOA is included in Appendix D. In the event that 
cultural and/or paleontological resources are discovered during construction, MCRC shall 
stop construction activities until Reclamation has completed consultation with the SHPO 
and appropriate measures are implemented to protect or mitigate the discovered resource. 
  

11. Hazardous Materials - During construction, the use, storage and disposal of hazardous 
waste materials and wastes on-site will be managed in accordance with all federal, state, 
and local standards. 
 

CHAPTER 5-CONSULTATION AND COORDINATION 

5.0 GENERAL 

The Minnesota Ditch Piping Project was developed by MCRC as a means to address the guidelines in 
the Colorado River Salinity Control Program and to improve the efficiency of the MCRC system. 
Conceptual plans were developed by MCRC with assistance from Applegate Group, Inc. of Denver, 
CO. MCRC prepared and submitted a formal funding application for the Basin-wide salinity funds 
through Reclamation’s Funding Opportunity Announcement (FOA) R12SF40034.  
 
5.1 CONSULTATION WITH OTHER AGENCIES 

This EA was prepared by Applegate Group, Inc. for the Bureau of Reclamation and MCRC. Local, 
state and federal agencies were contacted and consulted in the preparation of this document.  
Agencies and organizations consulted during the document development include the following:  

 Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, Denver, CO 
 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Grand Junction, CO 
 Colorado Parks and Wildlife, Gunnison, CO  
 Colorado Office of Archaeology and Historic Preservation, Denver, CO 
 Colorado Water Conservation Board, Denver, CO 
 Minnesota Canal and Irrigation Company, Hotchkiss, CO 
 Town of Paonia, Paonia, CO 
 Delta County, Delta, CO 
 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Ecological Service, Grand Junction, CO 
 Landowners adjacent to the Minnesota Canal 

 
 
5.2 COMMENT PERIOD 

A Draft EA was released for public review and comment on June 16, 2014, and comments were 
accepted up through July 7, 2014.  No comments were received on the Draft EA. 
 
5.3 DISTRIBUTION LIST 
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Appendix A contains the distribution list for this environmental assessment. 
 
5.4 LIST OF PREPARERS 

Steve Smith, P.E., Applegate Group, Inc. 
Craig Ullmann, P.E., Applegate Group, Inc. 
Teddy Martinez, E.I., Applegate Group, Inc. 
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Jenny Ward, Bureau of Reclamation 
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Colorado Water Conservation Board 
 
Mr. Dave Kanzer 
Colorado River Water Conservation District 
 
Mr. Ralph D’Alessandro 
Delta Conservation District 
 
Land Owners 
 
Avalanche Farm and Dairy, LLC 
216 Cody Lane 

Basalt, CO 81621-9106 
 
 
Peter Heller 
2002 Osceola St.  
Denver, CO 80212-1147 
 
Kenneth R. Kirk 
Julie Kirk 
11760 4050 Road  
Paonia, CO 81428-6418 
 
 
John J. Long 
Aricia D. Long 
PO Box 1581 
Paonia, CO 81428-1581 
 
Brian J. McAdams 
Evelyn R. Bittel 
326 Garfield Ave.  
Carbondale, CO 81623 
 
Robert S. Miller 
Rebecca L. Miller 
12759 Elk Valley Road 
Paonia, CO 81428-7700 
 
Mountain Coal Co 
c/o Ark Land Company 
1 Cityplace Dr. Suite 300 
Saint Louis, MO 63141-7066 
 
Dana L. Peterson 
Pamela A. Peterson 
11854 4050 Road 
Paonia, CO 81428-6418 
 
Rising Sun Investments, LLC 
11503 4050 Road 
Paonia, CO 81428 
 
Kimberly Sue Schultz 
Kevin Walker Doerk 
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12759 Elk Valley Road 
Paonia, CO 81428-7700 
 
Norman E. Smith 
Susan M. Smith 
11312 3800 Road 
Paonia, CO 81428-6326 
 
James R. Wardlaw 
11695 4050 Road 
Paonia, CO 81428-6417 
 
Michael T. Wiley 
Kathleen M. Wiley 
12703 Elk Valley Road 
Paonia, CO 81428-7700 
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APPENDIX D –  CULTURAL RESOURCE COMPLIANCE DOCUMENTS   
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APPENDIX E –DELTA COUNTY NOXIOUS WEED MGT. PLAN 
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APPENDIX G –  HABITAT IPACTS 

 

  

5/30/2013 
  

Minnesota Ditch Phase II 
   

   
Habitat Areas Affected 

   Habitat 
Point Habitat Type 

Feet of 
Ditch Width of Impact (Ft.) Sq. ft Impacted 

Acreage of 
impact 

Amount of 
Impact 

Habitat 
Credits Lost 

H1 Shrub/Grass 306 40 12240 0.28 1.00 0.28 

H2 Shrub/Grass 1635 40 65400 1.50 1.40 2.10 

H3 Shrub/Grass 724 30 21720 0.50 0.80 0.40 

H4 Shrub/Grass 1237 30 37110 0.85 1.00 0.85 

H5 Shrub/Grass 
   

0.80 1.90 1.52 

H6 Shrub/Scrub 
   

3.78 1.50 5.67 

H7 Shrub/Scrub 6040 40 241600 5.55 1.50 8.32 

H8 Grass/Emergents  
  

1.08 1.10 1.19 

H9 Grass/Emergents  
  

0.76 0.90 0.68 

H10 Shrub/Grass 2807 30 84210 1.93 0.90 1.74 

H11 Shrub/Grass 4585 30 137550 3.16 0.50 1.58 

H12 Shrub 1481 30 44430 1.02 0.10 0.10 

     
Total Habitat Credits Lost: 24.44 
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29-Apr-13 
   

                           Minnesota Ditch Phase II   
      Habitat Quality Scoring 

                 

Habitat Site MD 1   MD 2   MD 3   MD 4   MD 5    MD 6    MD 7   MD 8   

Mapped 
Acres/Adjustment 0.28 100% 1.50 100% 0.50 100% 0.85 100% 0.80 100% 3.78 100% 5.55 100% 1.08 100% 

 
Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After 

Vegetation Diversity 7 5 5 3 5 3 5 3 6 3 4 2 4 2 8 8 

Stratification 10 8 10 6 8 8 8 8 10 6 10 4 10 4 10 6 

Native vs. Non-Native 
species 8 8 8 8 8 8 8 8 8 6 8 8 8 8 8 8 

Noxious Weeds 7 8 7 8 8 8 8 8 8 8 8 9 8 9 7 8 

Overall Vegetative 
Condition 10 8 10 8 8 6 8 6 9 6 8 8 8 8 8 8 

Disease Additional scoring 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Interspersion of open 
water 1 0 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 

Connectivity 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 

Uniqueness or Abundance 8 4 6 2 6 2 5 2 6 2 5 2 5 2 8 2 

Water Supply 4 4 4 2 2 2 4 7 4 2 4 0 4 0 2 0 

Alteration 8 8 8 8 7 7 7 2 4 4 10 10 10 10 8 8 

 
                                

Raw Scores 68 58 64 50 58 50 59 49 61 42 63 48 63 48 64 53 

Habitat Quality Score 
(HQS) 6.80 5.80 6.40 5.00 5.80 5.00 5.90 4.90 6.10 4.20 6.30 4.80 6.30 4.80 6.40 5.30 

Habitat Score Difference 1.00   1.40   0.80   1.00   1.90   1.50   1.50   1.10   

Habitat Credits Lost 0.28   2.10   0.40   0.85   1.52   5.67   8.33   1.19   
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                 Habitat Site MD 9    MD 10    MD 11    MD 12   
        Mapped 

Acres/Adjustment 0.76 100% 1.93 100% 3.16 100% 1.02 100% 
        

 
Before After Before After Before After Before After 

        Vegetation Diversity 5 2 5 3 5 4 3 3 
        Stratification 6 4 10 8 10 10 6 6 
        Native vs. Non-Native 

species 8 7 8 8 8 8 8 9 
        Noxious Weeds 7 8 7 9 8 9 9 9 
        Overall Vegetative 

Condition 8 8 8 8 8 8 6 6 
        Disease Additional scoring 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
        Interspersion of open 

water 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 
        Connectivity 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 
        Uniqueness or Abundance 4 2 4 2 4 2 2 2 
        Water Supply 2 0 4 0 4 2 2 0 
        Alteration 7 7 2 2 2 2 5 5 
        

 
                

        Raw Scores 52.00 43.00 54.00 45.00 55.00 50.00 46.00 45.00 
        Habitat Quality Score 

(HQS) 5.20 4.30 5.40 4.50 5.50 5.00 4.60 4.50 
        Habitat Score Difference 0.90   0.90   0.50   0.10   
        Habitat Credits Lost 0.68   1.74   1.58   0.10   
        

                 Total Habitat Credits Lost 24.44 Credits 
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