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CENTER for BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY

May 12, 2023
Sent via email

Los Angeles City Council
200 N. Spring Street

Los Angeles, CA 90012
cityclerk@lacity.org

Re: SUPPORT for motion to rescind initiation of a general plan amendment for the
Retreat at Benedict Canyon (Council File #21-0777-S1)

Dear Los Angeles City Councilmembers:

These comments are submitted on behalf of the Center for Biological Diversity (the
“Center”) regarding Councilmember Katy Yaroslavsky’s motion to rescind the initiation of a
general plan amendment for the Retreat at Benedict Canyon Project (“Project”). As discussed in
the Center’s comments on the Notice of Preparation (Appendix I), the Project would result in
loss of native biodiversity and increased wildfire risk while providing no benefits to City
residents. We strongly urge the City Council to focus resources on smart, sustainable planning
that preserves existing open space and increases equitable access to nature instead of spending
time and money on a project that will harm sensitive wildlife and communities.

Life on Earth is experiencing a sixth mass extinction driven primarily by habitat loss and
fragmentation, and climate change is an increasing threat. Combating the extinction and climate
crises requires bold action to ensure we protect remaining biodiversity and open space. This not
only helps wildlife, but it is essential to building a healthy, climate-resilient future for all
Angelenos. Native landscapes help us regulate our climate, purify our air and water, pollinate our
crops, and create healthy soil. Continued preservation and increased access will help ensure all
Angelenos experience the physical and mental health benefits of nature while bringing the state
closer to its commitment to conserve more than 30 percent of its lands and coastal waters by
2030 under executive order N-82-20.

. Background on the Center

The Center for Biological Diversity is a non-profit, public interest environmental
organization dedicated to the protection of native species and their habitats through science,
policy, and environmental law. The Center has over 1.7 million members and online activists
throughout California and the United States. The Center and its members have worked for many
years to protect imperiled plants and wildlife, open space, air and water quality, and overall
quality of life for people in Southern California.
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1. Habitat Connectivity is Vital for Wildlife Movement, Biodiversity Conservation,
and Climate Change Resilience

As highlighted in a 2021 report by the Center, habitat connectivity is vital for wildlife
movement, biodiversity conservation, and climate change resilience (Yap, Rose, Anderson, et al.,
2021). Restrictions on movement and dispersal (e.g., development, roads, and other human-
modified landscapes, including golf courses) can negatively affect animals’ behavior, movement
patterns, reproductive success, and physiological state, which can lead to significant impacts on
plants, individual wildlife, populations, communities, and landscapes (Damschen et al., 2019;
Ceia-Hasse et al., 2018; Cushman, 2006; Haddad et al., 2015; Trombulak & Frissell, 2000; van
der Ree et al., 2011). Individuals can die off, populations can become isolated, sensitive species
can become locally extinct, and important ecological processes like plant pollination and nutrient
cycling can be lost. In addition, connectivity between high quality habitat areas in heterogeneous
landscapes is important to allow for range shifts and species migrations as climate changes
(Cushman et al., 2013; Heller & Zavaleta, 2009; Krosby et al., 2018).

In Los Angeles, local mountain lions exemplify the need protect and enhance existing
open space. Local mountain lions are often unable to find mates, food, and shelter due to barriers
caused by poorly sited development and roads. Southern California mountain lions—including
the local Santa Monica Mountains population within the City—are now provisionally listed
under the state endangered species act primarily due to loss of habitat connectivity (Yap et al.,
2019). Other wildlife are also harmed by habitat loss and fragmentation. Studies have shown that
birds, lizards, squirrels, and other sensitive species are declining or otherwise being negatively
impacted and biodiversity decreases when habitat islands are formed by poorly planned
development (Amburgey et al., 2021; Delaney et al., 2010, 2021; Gray, 2017; Wenner et al.,
2022). A large commercial development in this area would threaten the city’s remaining
biodiversity.

1. Increasing Wildfire Risk Endangers Communities

The science is clear that increased development in high fire-prone wildlands can lead to
more human-caused ignitions, as most contemporary wildfires in California are caused by human
sources (Yap, Rose, Broderick, et al., 2021). Building new developments in high fire-risk areas
increases unintentional ignitions and places more people in danger. Between 2015 and 2020
almost 200 people in the state were killed in wildfires, more than 50,000 structures burned,
hundreds of thousands of people had to evacuate their homes and endure power outages, and
millions were exposed to unhealthy levels of smoke and air pollution. Meanwhile costs for fire
suppression and damages have skyrocketed. Increased human-caused ignitions and the
conversion of native habitats to more flammable non-native grasses have led to increased fire
activity in the urban wildland interface, which is harmful to numerous wildlife, habitats, and
people. In addition, increasing fire frequency due to development is converting chapparal and
sage scrub ecosystems into non-native grasses that burn more easily, leading to a dangerous
“feedback loop” of increasing fire, degraded habitats, and pollution.
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IV.  Preserving and Enhancing Remaining Habitat is an Important Nature-Based
Solution to Combat Climate Change

California’s diverse habitats store and sequester significant amounts of carbon. In
addition to trees and woodlands storing and sequestering large amounts of carbon, other habitats
like shrublands and grasslands also store and sequester significant amounts of carbon (Bohlman
et al., 2018; Carey et al., 2020; Koteen et al., 2011; Quideau et al., 1998; Schrader-Patton &
Underwood, 2021). Shrublands and grasslands may also provide resilience to climate change
because they have an adaptive capacity to hot and dry weather conditions in water- and nutrient-
limited environments (Craine et al., 2013; Dass et al., 2018; Luo et al., 2007; Terrer et al., 2021;
Vicente-Serrano et al., 2013),

V. Preservation of and Equitable Access to Open Space Protects Wildlife and
Improves Community Well-being

The welfare of humans is deeply linked to nature and access to open space. Equitable
access to open space is vital for communities to experience the physical and mental health
benefits of nature (Martin et al., 2020). Studies conducted in Southern California have shown
that children living closer to open space had fewer asthma emergency department visits (Douglas
et al., 2019) and were less likely to experience obesity (Wolch et al., 2011) compared to those
living further away from open space. Similarly, residents living closer to urban parks had better
mental health scores compared to those living further away (Sturm & Cohen, 2014) and
psychological well-being increased with increasing biodiversity in urban green spaces (Wood et
al., 2018).

Although there are some trade-offs between housing densification and biodiversity,
scientists have found that designing denser neighborhoods with creative green solutions can
increase affordable and accessible housing while supporting and enhancing biodiversity
(McDonald et al., 2023). Examples of science-based solutions, or green interventions, include
preserving remnant habitat patches, protecting riparian corridors, requiring onsite stormwater
capture, green roofs, and creating managed urban parks (McDonald et al., 2023). Land-use
planning in Los Angeles should incorporate thoughtful solutions to combat the extinction and
climate crises.

VI. Conclusion

Once again, the Center supports Councilmember Katy Yaroslavsky’s motion to rescind
the initiation of a general plan amendment for the Retreat at Benedict Canyon Project
(“Project”). We urge the City Council to support this motion and focus resources on smart,
sustainable planning that preserves existing open space and increases equitable access to nature,
including by adopting a strong wildlife ordinance. Preserving and enhancing remaining habitat
and connectivity is critical for the area’s rich biodiversity and will bring the state closer to its
commitment to conserve more than 30 percent of its lands and coastal waters by 2030 under
executive order N-82-20.
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Sincerely,
s

// .

o —

Tiffany Yap, D.Env/PhD J.P. Rose

Senior Scientist, Wildlife Connectivity Policy Director & Senior Attorney
Advocate Urban Wildlands Program

Center for Biological Diversity Center for Biological Diversity
Telephone: (510) 847-5838 Telephone: (408) 497-7675
tyap@biologicaldiversity.org jrose@biologicaldiversity.org
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CENTER for BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY

December 9, 2020

Sent via email

Jason McCrea

City of Los Angeles

Department of City Planning

221 N. Figueroa Street, Room 1350
Los Angeles, California, 90012
Jason.McCrea@Ilacity.org

Re: Comments on Notice of Preparation for Retreat at Benedict Canyon Project (ENV-
2018-1509-EIR)

Dear Jason,

On behalf of the Center for Biological Diversity, we are writing to express our strong
opposition to the proposed Retreat at Benedict Canyon Project (“Project”). The Project would
result in loss of native biodiversity and increased wildfire risk while providing no benefits to
City residents. The Project also contradicts Mayor Eric Garcetti’s commitment to the Green New
Deal which pushes for a more sustainable city that protects the environment, reduces greenhouse
gas emissions, and provides equal access for all communities to open space.

The Center for Biological Diversity (“Center”) is a non-profit, public interest
environmental organization dedicated to the protection of native species and their habitats
through science, policy, and environmental law. The Center has over 1.7 million members and
online activists throughout California and the United States. The Center and its members have
worked for many years to protect imperiled plants and wildlife, open space, air and water quality,
and overall quality of life for people in Los Angeles.

I The Project may have significant impacts on wildlife movement and habitat
connectivity

The California Environmental Quality Act (“CEQA”) requires an Environmental Impact
Report (“EIR”) to provide decision-making bodies and the public with detailed information
about the effect a proposed project is likely to have on the environment, to list ways in which the
significant effects of a project might be minimized, and to indicate alternatives to the project.
(Pub. Res. Code § 21061.) In particular, CEQA requires a lead agency to mitigate to the extent
feasible significant impacts, including a significant cumulative climate change impact. (CEQA
Guidelines § 15064.4.)
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If the City does move forward with preparing an EIR, the EIR must adequately assess and
mitigate the Project’s impacts to local, regional, and global wildlife movement and habitat
connectivity. Roads and development create barriers that lead to habitat loss and fragmentation,
which harms native wildlife, plants, and people. As barriers to wildlife movement, poorly-
planned development and roads can affect an animal’s behavior, movement patterns,
reproductive success, and physiological state, which can lead to significant impacts on individual
wildlife, populations, communities, landscapes, and ecosystem function (Mitsch and Wilson
1996; Trombulak and Frissell 2000; van der Ree et al. 2011; Brehme et al. 2013; Haddad et al.
2015; Marsh and Jaeger 2015; Ceia-Hasse et al. 2018). For example, habitat fragmentation from
roads and development has been shown to cause mortalities and harmful genetic isolation in
mountain lions in southern California (Ernest et al. 2014; Riley et al. 2014; Vickers et al. 2015),
increase local extinction risk in amphibians and reptiles (Cushman 2006; Brehme et al. 2018),
cause high levels of avoidance behavior and mortality in birds and insects (Benitez-Lopez et al.
2010; Loss et al. 2014; Kantola et al. 2019), and alter pollinator behavior and degrade habitats
(Trombulak and Frissell 2000; Goverde et al. 2002; Aguilar et al. 2008). Habitat fragmentation
also severely impacts plant communities. An 18-year study found that reconnected landscapes
had nearly 14% more plant species compared to fragmented habitats, and that number is likely to
continue to rise as time passes (Damschen et al. 2019). The authors conclude that efforts to
preserve and enhance connectivity will pay off over the long-term (Damschen et al. 2019). In
addition, connectivity between high quality habitat areas in heterogeneous landscapes is
important to allow for range shifts and species migrations as climate changes (Heller and
Zavaleta 2009; Cushman et al. 2013; Krosby et al. 2018). Loss of wildlife connectivity decreases
biodiversity and degrades ecosystems.

Edge effects of development in and adjacent to open space will likely impact key, wide-
ranging predators, such as mountain lions and bobcats (Crooks 2002; Riley et al. 2006; Delaney
et al. 2010; Lee et al. 2012; Smith et al. 2015; Vickers et al. 2015; Smith et al. 2017; Wang et al.
2017), as well as smaller species with poor dispersal abilities, such as song birds, small
mammals, and herpetofauna (Cushman 2006; Slabbekoorn and Ripmeester 2008; Benitez-Ldpez
et al. 2010; Kociolek et al. 2011). Limiting movement and dispersal can affect species’ ability to
find food, shelter, mates, and refugia after disturbances like fires or floods. Individuals can die
off, populations can become isolated, sensitive species can become locally extinct, and important
ecological processes like plant pollination and nutrient cycling can be lost. Negative edge effects
from human activity, such as traffic, lighting, noise, domestic pets, pollutants, invasive weeds,
and increased fire frequency, have been found to be biologically significant up to 300 meters
(~1000 feet) away from anthropogenic features in terrestrial systems (Environmental Law
Institute 2003)

It is important that the EIR consider corridor redundancy (i.e. the availability of
alternative pathways for movement) because it allows for improved functional connectivity and
resilience. Compared to a single pathway, multiple connections between habitat patches increase
the probability of movement across landscapes by a wider variety of species, and they provide
more habitat for low-mobility species while still allowing for their dispersal (Mcrae et al., 2012;
Olson & Burnett, 2008; Pinto & Keitt, 2008). In addition, corridor redundancy provides
resilience to uncertainty, impacts of climate change, and extreme events, like flooding or
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wildfires, by providing alternate escape routes or refugia for animals seeking safety (Cushman et
al., 2013; Mcrae et al., 2008; Mcrae et al., 2012; Olson & Burnett, 2008; Pinto & Keitt, 2008).

Corridor redundancy is critical when considering the impacts of climate change on
wildlife movement and habitat connectivity. Climate change is increasing stress on species and
ecosystems, causing changes in distribution, phenology, physiology, vital rates, genetics,
ecosystem structure and processes, and increasing species extinction risk (Warren et al. 2011). A
2016 analysis found that climate-related local extinctions are already widespread and have
occurred in hundreds of species, including almost half of the 976 species surveyed (Wiens 2016).
A separate study estimated that nearly half of terrestrial non-flying threatened mammals and
nearly one-quarter of threatened birds may have already been negatively impacted by climate
change in at least part of their distribution (Pacifici et al. 2017). A 2016 meta-analysis reported
that climate change is already impacting 82 percent of key ecological processes that form the
foundation of healthy ecosystems and on which humans depend for basic needs (Scheffers et al.
2016). Genes are changing, species' physiology and physical features such as body size are
changing, species are moving to try to keep pace with suitable climate space, species are shifting
their timing of breeding and migration, and entire ecosystems are under stress (Parmesan and
Yohe 2003; Root et al. 2003; Parmesan 2006; Chen et al. 2011; Maclean and Wilson 2011,
Warren et al. 2011; Cahill et al. 2012).

When assessing impacts to wildlife movement and habitat connectivity, the City must
analyze the Project’s potential impacts to riparian corridors. Riparian ecosystems have long been
recognized as biodiversity hotspots performing important ecological functions in a transition
zone between freshwater systems and upland habitats. Many species that rely on these aquatic
habitats also rely on the adjacent upland habitats (e.g., riparian areas along streams, and
grassland habitat adjacent to wetlands). In fact, 60% of amphibian species, 16% of reptiles, 34%
of birds and 12% of mammals in the Pacific Coast ecoregion depend on riparian-stream systems
for survival (Kelsey and West 1998). Many other species, including mountain lions and bobcats,
often use riparian areas and natural ridgelines as migration corridors or foraging habitat (Dickson
et al, 2005; Hilty & Merenlender, 2004; Jennings & Lewison, 2013; Jennings & Zeller, 2017).
Additionally, fish rely on healthy upland areas to influence suitable spawning habitat (Lohse et
al. 2008), and agricultural encroachment on these habitats and over-aggressive removal of
riparian areas have been identified as a major driver of declines in freshwater and anadromous
fish (e.g., Stillwater Sciences 2002; Lohse et al. 2008; Moyle et al. 2011). Therefore, buffers that
allow for connectivity between the aquatic resource and upland habitat is vital for many species
to persist.

It is estimated that 90-95% of historic riparian habitat in the state has been lost (Bowler
1989; Riparian Habitat Joint Venture 2009). Using 2002 land cover data from CalFire, the
Riparian Habitat Joint Venture estimated that riparian vegetation makes up less than 0.5% of
California’s total land area at about 360,000 acres (Riparian Habitat Joint Venture 2004). This is
alarming because riparian habitats perform a number of biological and physical functions that
benefit wildlife, plants, and humans, and loss of what little is left will have severe, harmful
impacts on special-status species, overall biodiversity, and ecosystem function. California cannot
afford to lose more riparian corridors.
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A literature review found that recommended buffers for wildlife often far exceeded 100
meters (~325 feet), well beyond the largest buffers implemented in practice (Robins 2002). For
example, Kilgo et al. #°%® recommend more than 1,600 feet of riparian buffer to sustain bird
diversity. In addition, amphibians, which are considered environmental health indicators, have
been found to migrate over 1,000 feet between aquatic and terrestrial habitats through multiple
life stages (Semlitsch and Bodie 2003; Trenham and Shaffer 2005; Cushman 2006; Fellers and
Kleeman 2007). Accommodating the more long-range dispersers is vital for continued survival
of species populations and/or recolonization following a local extinction (Semlitsch and Bodie
2003; Cushman 2006). In addition, more extensive buffers provide resiliency in the face of
climate change-driven alterations to these habitats, which will cause shifts in species ranges and
distributions (Cushman et al., 2013; Heller & Zavaleta, 2009; Warren et al., 2011). This
emphasizes the need for sizeable riparian and upland buffers around streams and wetlands in and
adjacent to the Project area, as well as connectivity corridors between heterogeneous habitats.
Again, the EIR must adequately assess and mitigate impacts to local, regional, and global
wildlife movement and habitat connectivity.

It is widely recognized that the continuing fragmentation of habitat by humans threatens
biodiversity and diminishes our (humans, plants, and animals) ability to adapt to climate change.
In a report for the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), world-renown
scientists from around the world stated that “[s]cience overwhelmingly shows that
interconnected protected areas and other areas for biological diversity conservation are much
more effective than disconnected areas in human-dominated systems, especially in the face of
climate change” and “[i]t is imperative that the world moves toward a coherent global approach
for ecological connectivity conservation, and begins to measure and monitor the effectiveness of
efforts to protect connectivity and thereby achieve functional ecological networks” (Hilty et al.
2020).

Given the potential for the Project to fragment and destroy habitat and riparian areas, the
Center urges the City not to move forward with the Project as proposed. To the extend the City
nonetheless decides to further consider the Project, the Center urges the adoption of mitigation
measures that address the needs of the target species. It is important to consider that different
species have different behaviors and needs that affect how they move. For example, smaller
species with poor dispersal abilities, like rodents and herpetofauna, would require more frequent
intervals of crossings compared to larger wide-ranging species, like mountain lions or coyotes, to
increase their chances of finding a crossing. Gunson et al. ?°*®) recommend that crossing
structures generally be spaced about 300m (~0.19mi) apart for small animals when transportation
infrastructure bisects large expanses of continuous habitat, though they recognize that some
amphibians may need more frequent crossings no more than 50m (~0.03mi) apart. And for many
amphibian and reptile species, undercrossings should have grated tops so that the light and
moisture inside the crossings are similar to that of the ambient environment. Therefore, multiple
crossings designed for different target species may be required. In-depth analyses that include
on-the-ground movement studies of which species are moving in the area and their home range
area, habitat use, and patterns of movement are needed to determine how to best implement such
crossings. In addition, associated crossing infrastructure (e.g., exclusionary fencing appropriate
for target species, berms to buffer crossings from sound and light) should be included to improve
chances of wildlife using crossings, and such crossings and associated infrastructure should be
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designed and built in consultation with local and regional experts, including agency biologists.
And to improve the effectiveness of any wildlife crossings, there should be protected habitat on
both sides of the crossing; therefore, mitigation should also include acquiring unprotected lands
on both sides of the roads where a wildlife crossing would be implemented, again, in
consultation with local conservation organizations and stakeholders, and preserving and
managing those lands in perpetuity to ensure that the wildlife crossings and associated
infrastructure remain functional over time. Given that impacts of noise, light, and vibration can
affect the use of wildlife crossings, even if crossings are designed with adequate parameters and
fencing, the crossings should be built with wildlife responsive design; crossings should have
sound and light berms to minimize light and sound at the entrance/exit as well as on/in/under the
crossings structures, and they should be well-maintained on both sides of the crossing for
animals to use them (Shilling 2020; Vickers 2020).

1. The Project may harm struggling local mountain lions and other native animals
and plants

There is ample scientific evidence that indicates mountain lion populations in Southern
California and along the Central Coast are imperiled and that human activities and land use
planning that does not integrate adequate habitat connectivity can have adverse impacts on
mountain lions. Continued habitat loss and fragmentation has led to 10 genetically isolated
populations within California (Gustafson et al. 2018). There are six identified mountain lion
populations in the Southern California and Central Coast Evolutionarily Significant Unit
(“ESU”), and several are facing an extinction vortex due to high levels of inbreeding, low
genetic diversity, high human-caused mortality rates from car strikes on roads, depredation Kills,
rodenticide poisoning, poaching, disease, and increased human-caused wildfires (Ernest et al.
2003; Ernest et al. 2014, Riley et al. 2014; Vickers et al. 2015; Benson et al. 2016; Gustafson et
al. 2018; Benson et al. 2019).

The effective population sizes of the six populations within the ESU range from 4 to 56.6
(Gustafson et al. 2018; Benson et al. 2019). An effective population size (Ne) of 50 is assumed to
be sufficient to prevent inbreeding depression over five generations, while an effective
population size of 500 is considered sufficient to retain evolutionary potential in perpetuity
(Traill et al. 2010; Frankham et al. 2014). Five of the six populations are well below that
minimum threshold of 50 and none have an effective population size anywhere near 500, which
indicates that these populations are at serious risk of becoming extirpated. Low genetic diversity
and high human-caused mortalities are driving local mountain lions in the Santa Monica
mountains towards an extinction vortex (Gustafson et al. 2018). Scientists predict that the Santa
Monica and Santa Ana populations, with estimated effective population sizes of 6 and 4,
respectively, are likely to become extinct within 50 years if gene flow with other mountain lion
populations is not improved (Benson et al. 2016; Gustafson et al. 2018; Benson et al. 2019). This
is detailed in the Center’s petition to the California Fish and Game Commission to protect
Southern California and Central Coast mountain lions under the California Endangered Species
Act (Yap et al. 2019).

Numerous studies highlight the impacts of human activities on mountain lions. For
example, Shilling et al. (2019) reported 299 observed roadkill mountain lions throughout the
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state from 2015 to 2018, but these deaths are likely underreported. CDFW biologist Justin
Dellinger estimates there could be 200 puma deaths on roads every year (Price 2020). And a
recent UC Davis special report identified a 58% reduction in mountain lion road mortalities after
a 71% decrease in road use due to COVID-19 pandemic “‘stay-at-home” orders (Nguyen et al.
2020). This report highlights how roads and traffic are deadly barriers to puma movement and
gene flow.

In addition to causing direct mortality in pumas, human activities also alter these large
carnivores’ behavior in ways that likely further impede important movement and gene flow. For
example, Smith et al. (2017) found that mountain lions are so fearful of humans and noise
generated by humans that they will abandon the carcass of a deer and forgo the feeding
opportunity just to avoid humans.! The study concluded that even “non-consumptive forms of
human disturbance may alter the ecological role of large carnivores by affecting the link between
these top predators and their prey” (Smith et al. 2017). In addition, mountain lions have been
found to respond fearfully upon hearing human vocalizations, avoiding the area and moving
more cautiously when hearing humans (Smith et al. 2017; Suraci et al. 2019).

Other studies have demonstrated that mountain lion behavior is impacted when exposed
to other evidence of human presence, such as lighting or vehicles/traffic (Wilmers et al. 2013;
Smith et al. 2015; Wang et al. 2017). In addition, preliminary results from study by researchers at
UC Davis and University of Southern California, as well as those by other researchers, suggest
that the light, noise, and other aspects of highways can have negative impacts on wildlife
numbers and diversity near the highways (Shilling 2020; Vickers 2020). The researchers found a
significant difference between species richness and species type (mammals, including mountain
lions), with lower richness and fewer species at crossing structures compared to background
areas 1 km away from the roads (Shilling 2020). They also found that as traffic noises surpassed
60 dBC, the number of visits by small to large mammals decreased and most of the species in
their study avoid traffic noise (Shilling 2020). It is clear that different species have variable
sensitivities to noise and light associated with development and transportation infrastructure; this
can lead to changes in species distributions near roads and development, which can have
ecosystem-level impacts (e.g., Suraci et al. 2019). Thus, roads, traffic, and development have
negative impacts on puma survival and behavior, which can reduce the genetic health of
populations and ultimately diminish their chances of long-term survival.

Yovovich et al. (2020) further documented the impacts of human activities on mountain
lions in the Santa Cruz Mountains, specifically on communication and reproductive behaviors
important for their survival. Males use scrapes to delineate territories as well as attract potential
mates (Allen et al. 2015; Allen et al. 2016), and the males in the study preferred to use relatively
flat areas away from human influence as scrape habitat (Yovovich et al. 2020). Similarly, when
nursing females (with Kittens less than 8 weeks old) shrank their home ranges to an average of 9
km? while their young were most vulnerable, they also selected undeveloped lands away from
human disturbance, opting for habitat with protective cover and sufficient water and prey
availability (Yovovich et al. 2020). The loss of adequate undisturbed communication and nursery

! See also Sean Greene, “How a fear of humans affects the lives of California's mountain lions,” Los Angeles Times
(June 27, 2017), available at http://beta.latimes.com/science/sciencenow/la-sci-sn-pumas-human-noise-20170627-

story.html.
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habitat could disrupt important communication and reproductive behaviors that facilitate social
structure and overall survival. The authors predicted that future development within the Santa
Cruz Mountains could reduce nursery and communication habitat by 20% and 50%, respectively,
while further fragmenting the landscape. Such patterns likely extend to other regions within the
proposed Southern California/Central Coast ESU.

There are numerous scientific studies that provide insights on the profound impacts
human activities and infrastructure have on mountain lion survival, and they emphasize the need
to adequately assess and mitigate impacts to these CESA candidate species in the Project area.
These studies add to the accumulating evidence that mountain lions require a habitat mosaic that
provides sufficient room to roam away from human-disturbed areas and connected to expansive,
intact, heterogeneous habitats (Beier et al. 1995; Dickson and Beier 2002; Dickson et al. 2005;
Kertson et al. 2011; Zeller et al. 2017). Continued construction of roads and development in
mountain lion habitat with little regard for their movement and behavioral needs has direct and
indirect lethal and sublethal impacts that threaten the persistence of Southern California and
Central Coast puma populations.

Mountain lions are a key indicator species of wildlife connectivity and healthy
ecosystems. As the last remaining wide-ranging large carnivore in the region, the ability to move
through large swaths of interconnected habitat is vital for genetic connectivity and their long-
term survival. Local extinction of mountain lions in the region could have severe ecological
consequences. Many scavengers, including many raptors, foxes, and numerous insects, would
lose a reliable food source (Ruth and Elbroch 2014; Elbroch et al. 2017; Barry et al. 2019). Fish,
birds, amphibians, reptiles, rare native plants, and butterflies could potentially diminish if this
apex predator were lost (Ripple and Beschta 2006; Ripple and Beschta 2008; Ripple et al. 2014).
Loss of this ecosystem engineer and important predator-prey dynamics could have cascading
effects on other plant and animal species, potentially leading to a decrease in biodiversity and
diminished overall ecosystem function (Ripple et al. 2014; Elbroch et al. 2017; Barry et al. 2019;
Benson et al. 2020b).

The Project would further harm the already-imperiled Santa Monica mountain lion
population by imposing additional barriers on connectivity, destroying habitat, and
increasing noise, traffic, and human disturbance. We urge the City to reject this harmful
and unnecessary development proposal.

I11.  The Project would increase wildfire risk and endanger existing residents

Continued development in California’s highly fire-prone Mediterranean shrublands and
grasslands results in the continual release of large amounts of carbon into the atmosphere by
removing significant carbon sinks, increasing wildfire frequency, and degrading habitats and
ecosystem function. The past few decades have seen significant housing growth near natural
areas in California’s wildland urban interface (i.e., the transition zone between human
development and wildlands), including more than one million homes built between 1990 and
2010 (Radeloff et al. 2018). And scientists project that at least 640,000 to 1.2 million new homes
will be built in the state’s highest wildfire risk areas by 2050 under current land use practices
(Mann et al. 2014). In addition, rampant fire suppression and logging since European
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colonization have led to an increase in wildfire intensity and spread when fires ignite, which
leads to compounding carbon release events (Bradley et al. 2016; Morrison 2019; Hanson 2020).

Almost all (95-97%) wildfires in California’s Mediterranean regions are caused by
humans or human infrastructure in the wildland urban interface (Syphard et al. 2007; Balch et al.
2017; Keeley and Syphard 2018; Radeloff et al. 2018; Syphard and Keeley 2019; Keeley and
Syphard 2020; Syphard and Keeley 2020). For example, the 2019 Kincade Fire, 2018 Camp and
Woolsey fires, and 2017 Tubbs and Thomas fires were sparked by powerlines or electrical
equipment. And although many of the 2020 fires were sparked by a lightning storm, the Apple
Fire was caused by sparks from a vehicle, the El Dorado Fire was caused by pyrotechnics at a
gender-reveal party, and electrical equipment is suspected to have ignited the Silverado and Zogg
fires. Expanding development in high fire-prone areas leads to increased risk of human ignitions
while placing more people in harm’s way when fires ignite (Keeley and Syphard 2019).

Progressively hotter, drier, and windier conditions and more extreme weather events due
to climate change are making it easier for wildfires to ignite and spread. The number of days
with extreme fire weather conditions in California has doubled since 1980, and further climate
change will amplify that trend (Goss et al. 2020). Although wildfires are a natural and necessary
process in California’s landscapes and much of the state’s diverse shrubland and grassland
communities in its Mediterranean ecosystems are adapted to wildfire to varying degrees,
increases in fire frequency in these systems disrupt the historical fire regimes they have evolved
with. This can lead to the establishment of more flammable non-native grasses that increase fire
threat over time (Keeley 2005; Keeley 2006; Syphard et al. 2009; Safford and Van de Water
2014; Syphard et al. 2018; Syphard et al. 2019) and have less carbon storage capacity than native
vegetation communities (Koteen et al. 2011). Other disturbance and associated edge effects from
roads and development, such as nitrogen deposition from vehicle emissions, can also lead to the
establishment of such invasive grasses (Keeley et al. 2011) as well as reduced native biodiversity
(Hernéndez et al. 2016). Thus, continued development in fire-prone wildlands ultimately
perpetuates a feedback loop of increased carbon release and wildfire that fuels climate change
while eliminating and degrading California’s Mediterranean shrubland and grassland
communities and their carbon storage potential. Southern California is especially vulnerable with
development pressures to extend the wildland urban interface into adjacent high fire-prone
shrublands and grasslands. The Project would likely increase the risk of wildfire and contribute
to this feedback loop, thereby further degrading local ecosystems.

IV.  The EIR must thoroughly analyze and mitigate the Project’s anticipated
greenhouse gas emissions

A strong, international scientific consensus has established that human-caused climate
change is causing widespread harms to human society and natural systems, and climate change
threats are becoming increasingly dangerous. In a 2018 Special Report on Global Warming
0f1.5°C from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the leading international
scientific body for the assessment of climate change describes the devastating harms that would
occur at 2°C warming, highlighting the necessity of limiting warming to 1.5°C to avoid
catastrophic impacts to people and life on Earth. The report provides overwhelming evidence
that climate hazards are more urgent and more severe than previously thought, and that
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aggressive reductions in emissions within the next decade are essential to avoid the most
devastating climate change harms.

The impacts of climate change will be felt by humans and wildlife. In California, climate
change will transform our climate, resulting in such impacts as increased temperatures and
wildfires, and a reduction in snowpack and precipitation levels and water availability. In light of
inadequate action on the national level, California has taken steps through legislation and
regulation to fight climate change and reduce statewide GHG emissions. (Health & Saf. Code 8§
38550; see also Executive Order B-30-15 (2015); Executive Order S-3-05 (2005); Executive
Order B-55-18 (2018).) The Legislature also passed S.B. 100 which requires renewables to
account for 60 percent of electricity sales in 2030. Enforcement and compliance with these state-
level actions are essential to help stabilize the climate and avoid catastrophic impacts to our
environment. However, regional and municipal agencies also have a vital role in reducing our
GHG emissions and fighting the climate crisis. Fundamental changes and hard choices in land
use planning for the future by local land use agencies will be necessary to fully address and meet
the state GHG emissions reduction goals.

Therefore, if the City concludes the Project will have significant GHG impacts, the
Center urges the adoption of mitigation measures to reduce GHG emissions to net zero, with a
priority given to direct emission reduction measures and on-site mitigation measures. The EIR
must also account for greenhouse gas impacts of increased tourism and/or travel to the Project,
and mitigate those impacts to the greatest extent feasible. If offsets are used as GHG mitigation,
they should only be used when all direct emission reduction measures and on-site mitigation
options are exhausted. Any offsets should be tied to local projects and allow for local direct
investments that help the surrounding community through the creation of local jobs, reduction in
nearby air pollution, and improve impacted infrastructure.

The EIR must also account for the climate impacts of removing native vegetation. The
removal and degradation chaparral- and sage scrub-dominated landscapes would result in high
amounts of carbon release. Above-ground biomass of these shrub communities were found to be
as high as 3461 g/m?, with the amount of carbon stored increasing with the age of the stand
(Bohlman et al. 2018). In addition, a substantial amount of carbon may be stored belowground in
their roots and in the microbial communities and symbiotic fungi that are associated with the
roots (Bohlman et al. 2018; Kravchenko et al. 2019; Soudzilovskaia et al. 2019). The removal
and degradation of these systems have been found to result in the loss of both above- and below-
ground carbon storage (e.g., Austreng 2012). And although these systems are often overlooked in
the fight against climate change, they are adapted to hot and dry weather conditions and have
been found to be resilient to drought (Luo et al. 2007; Vicente-Serrano et al. 2013), which makes
them an untapped opportunity to sequester more carbon as the climate crisis becomes
exceedingly urgent. Therefore, the City should be prioritizing the preservation of carbon in
existing ecosystems instead of releasing more greenhouse gases and destroying habitats with
carbon storage potential for a Project that would destroy native ecosystems and exacerbate traffic
congestion and air pollution.

In a November 2018 report, the California Air Resources Board concluded that California
is currently not on track to meet its greenhouse gas reduction targets, primarily due to GHG
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emissions from the transportation sector. Projects such as the one proposed in the NOP have the
potential to widen the gap between where California needs to be to tackle the climate crisis and
where it is headed. Therefore, the Center urges the City to take a hard and thorough look at the
Project’s anticipated GHG emissions, as well as associated air quality, traffic, and transportation
impacts, when preparing the EIR.

V. Conclusion

We are in the midst of a global extinction crisis, with species going extinct at a rate of
over 1,000 times the background rate and more than one million species on track to become
extinct over the coming decades. The City Council should work to safeguard L.A.’s biodiversity
and remaining wildlife habitat instead allowing for further destruction of these irreplaceable
resources for a mansions and a luxury hotel. Because the Project will further degrade
connectivity for already-imperiled mountain lions and increase wildfire risk while providing no
benefits to City residents, we ask the City Council to reject this unnecessary and harmful
proposal.

Thank you for the opportunity to submit comments on the Project. Please include the
Center on your notice list for all future updates to the Project and do not hesitate to contact the
Center with any questions at the email addresses listed below.

Sincerely,

o —

J.P. Rose

Staff Attorney

Center for Biological Diversity
660 S. Figueroa Street, Suite 100
Los Angeles, California 90017
jrose@biologicaldiversity.org

Tiffany Yap, D.Env/PhD

Senior Scientist, Wildlife Corridor Advocate
Center for Biological Diversity

1212 Broadway, Suite 800

Oakland, California 94612
tyap@biologicaldiversity.org

Center for Biological Diversity Letter re Retreat at Benedict Canyon 10


mailto:jrose@biologicaldiversity.org
mailto:tyap@biologicaldiversity.org

CENTER for BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY

cc:

Council Members:

Joe Buscaino, councilmember.buscaino@Iacity.org

Bob Blumenfield, councilmember.blumenfield@lacity.org

Mike Bonin, councilmember.bonin@Iacity.org

Gil Cedillo, gilbert.Cedillo@Ilacity.org

Marqueece Harris-Dawson, councilmember.harris-dawson@lacity.org
Paul Krekorian, councilmember.Krekorian@Iacity.org

Paul Koretz, paul.koretz@lacity.org

John Lee, councilmember.lee@Ilacity.org

Nury Martinez, councilmember.martinez@Ilacity.org

Mitch O’Farrell, councilmember.ofarrell@lacity.org

Curren Price; councilmember.price@Iacity.org

Monica Rodriguez, councilmember.rodriguez@lacity.org

David Ryu, david.ryu@lacity.org

Herb Wesson, councilmember.wesson@Ilacity.org

Mike Shull, General Manager of the Department of Recreation and Parks
Michael.A.Shull@Iacity.org

Eduardo Soriano Hewitt, District 14 Chief of Staff, Eduardo.Soriano.Hewitt@Iacity.org
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