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SENT VIA E-MAIL:  July 13, 2021 

nwalker@flyontario.com 

Nicole Walker, Environmental Planning Manager 
Ontario International Airport Authority 

1923 East Avion Street 

Ontario, California 91761 
 

Notice of Preparation of a Draft Focused Supplemental Environmental Impact 

Report for the Rehabilitation of Runway 8R-26L and Associated Airfield 

Improvements (Proposed Project) 

 

South Coast Air Quality Management District (South Coast AQMD) staff appreciates the opportunity to 

comment on the above-mentioned document. Our comments are recommendations on the analysis of 
potential air quality impacts from the Proposed Project that should be included in the Draft Focused 

Supplemental Environmental Impact Report (EIR). Please send a copy of the Draft Focused Supplemental 

EIR upon its completion and public release directly to South Coast AQMD as copies of the Draft Focused 
Supplemental EIR submitted to the State Clearinghouse are not forwarded. In addition, please send all 

appendices and technical documents related to the air quality, health risk, and greenhouse gas 

analyses and electronic versions of all emission calculation spreadsheets, and air quality modeling 

and health risk assessment input and output files (not PDF files). Any delays in providing all 

supporting documentation for our review will require additional review time beyond the end of the 

comment period. 

 
CEQA Air Quality Analysis 

Staff recommends that the Lead Agency use South Coast AQMD’s CEQA Air Quality Handbook and 

website1 as guidance when preparing the air quality and greenhouse gas analyses. It is also recommended 
that the Lead Agency use the CalEEMod2 land use emissions software, which can estimate pollutant 

emissions from typical land use development and is the only software model maintained by the California 

Air Pollution Control Officers Association.  

 
South Coast AQMD has developed both regional and localized significance thresholds. South Coast 

AQMD staff recommends that the Lead Agency quantify criteria pollutant emissions and compare the 

emissions to South Coast AQMD’s CEQA regional pollutant emissions significance thresholds3 and 
localized significance thresholds (LSTs)4 to determine the Proposed Project’s air quality impacts. The 

localized analysis can be conducted by either using the LST screening tables or performing dispersion 

modeling.  

 
The Lead Agency should identify any potential adverse air quality impacts that could occur from all 

phases of the Proposed Project and all air pollutant sources related to the Proposed Project. Air quality 

impacts from both construction (including demolition, if any) and operations should be calculated. 

                                                
1 South Coast AQMD’s CEQA Handbook and other resources for preparing air quality analyses can be found at: 
http://www.aqmd.gov/home/rules-compliance/ceqa/air-quality-analysis-handbook. 
2 CalEEMod is available free of charge at: www.caleemod.com. 
3 South Coast AQMD’s CEQA regional pollutant emissions significance thresholds can be found at: 
http://www.aqmd.gov/docs/default-source/ceqa/handbook/scaqmd-air-quality-significance-thresholds.pdf. 
4 South Coast AQMD’s guidance for performing a localized air quality analysis can be found at: 
http://www.aqmd.gov/home/regulations/ceqa/air-quality-analysis-handbook/localized-significance-thresholds. 
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Construction-related air quality impacts typically include, but are not limited to, emissions from the use of 

heavy-duty equipment from grading, earth-loading/unloading, paving, architectural coatings, off-road 

mobile sources (e.g., heavy-duty construction equipment) and on-road mobile sources (e.g., construction 

worker vehicle trips, material transport trips, and hauling trips). Operation-related air quality impacts may 
include, but are not limited to, emissions from stationary sources (e.g., boilers and air pollution control 

devices), area sources (e.g., solvents and coatings), and vehicular trips (e.g., on- and off-road tailpipe 

emissions and entrained dust). Air quality impacts from indirect sources, such as sources that generate or 
attract vehicular trips, should be included in the analysis. Furthermore, emissions from the overlapping 

construction and operational activities should be combined and compared to South Coast AQMD’s 

regional air quality CEQA operational thresholds to determine the level of significance. 
 

If the Proposed Project generates diesel emissions from long-term construction or attracts diesel-fueled 

vehicular trips, especially heavy-duty diesel-fueled vehicles, it is recommended that the Lead Agency 

perform a mobile source health risk assessment5.  
 

In the event that implementation of the Proposed Project requires a permit from South Coast AQMD, 

South Coast AQMD should be identified as a Responsible Agency for the Proposed Project in the Draft 
Focused Supplemental EIR. The assumptions in the air quality analysis in the Focused Supplemental EIR 

will be the basis for evaluating the permit under CEQA and imposing permit conditions and limits. 

Questions on permits should be directed to South Coast AQMD’s Engineering and Permitting staff at 
(909) 396-3385.  

 

Mitigation Measures 

In the event that the Proposed Project results in significant adverse air quality impacts, CEQA requires 
that all feasible mitigation measures that go beyond what is required by law be utilized to minimize these 

impacts. Any impacts resulting from mitigation measures must also be analyzed. Several resources to 

assist the Lead Agency with identifying potential mitigation measures for the Proposed Project include 
South Coast AQMD’s CEQA Air Quality Handbook1, South Coast AQMD’s Mitigation Monitoring and 

Reporting Plan for the 2016 Air Quality Management Plan6, and Southern California Association of 

Government’s Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Plan for the 2020-2045 Regional Transportation 

Plan/Sustainable Communities Strategy7.  
 

South Coast AQMD staff is available to work with the Lead Agency to ensure that air quality, greenhouse 

gas, and health risk impacts from the Proposed Project are accurately evaluated and mitigated where 
feasible. If you have any questions regarding this letter, please contact me at lsun@aqmd.gov. 

 

Sincerely, 

Lijin Sun 
Lijin Sun, J.D.  

Program Supervisor, CEQA IGR 

Planning, Rule Development & Area Sources 
LS 
SBC210617-09  
Control Number 

                                                
5 South Coast AQMD’s guidance for performing a mobile source health risk assessment can be found at: 
http://www.aqmd.gov/home/regulations/ceqa/air-quality-analysis-handbook/mobile-source-toxics-analysis. 
6 South Coast AQMD’s 2016 Air Quality Management Plan can be found at: http://www.aqmd.gov/docs/default-
source/Agendas/Governing-Board/2017/2017-mar3-035.pdf (starting on page 86).  
7 Southern California Association of Governments’ 2020-2045 RTP/SCS can be found at: 
https://www.connectsocal.org/Documents/PEIR/certified/Exhibit-A_ConnectSoCal_PEIR.pdf.   
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July 13, 2021                                                                                                        File:  10(ENV)-4.01 
 
 
Ontario International Airport Authority  
Attn: Nicole Walker, Environmental Planning Manager  
1923 East Avion Street  
Ontario, CA 91761 
nwalker@flyontario.com  
 

Transmitted Via Email 
 
RE: CEQA –NOTICE OF PREPARATION OF A SUPPLEMENTAL ENVIRONMENTAL 

IMPACT REPORT FOR THE REHABILITATION OF RUNWAY 8R-26L AND 
ASSOCIATED AIRFIELD IMPROVEMENTS PROJECT 

 
Dear Ms. Walker: 
 
Thank you for allowing the San Bernardino County Department of Public Works the opportunity to 
comment on the above-referenced project. We received this request on June 21, 2021 and 
pursuant to our review, we have the following comments: 
 
Flood Control Planning & Water Resources Division (Michael Fam, Chief, 909-387-8120): 
 
1. We are aware there may be storm drains in and around the site that may be affected by the 

proposed Project. When planning for or altering existing or future storm drains, be advised that 
the Project is subject to the City of Ontario MPD, dated March 2012. It is to be used as a 
guideline for drainage in the area and is available through the City of Ontario. Any revision to 
the drainage should be reviewed and approved by the City or Jurisdictional Agency. Should 
construction of new, or alterations to existing storm drains be necessary as part of the 
Proposed Project, their impacts and any required mitigation should be discussed within the 
Supplemental EIR before the document is adopted by the Lead Agency. 
 

2. According to the most recent FEMA Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM), Panels 06071C8617J 
& 8636J (dated February 18, 2015); and 8637J (dated September 2, 2016), the Project lies 
within Zones A, X-shaded (500-yr. floodplain), and X-unshaded. Impacts associated with the 
project’s occurrence in the Zone A area and mitigation, should be discussed within the 
Supplemental EIR prior to adoption by the Lead Agency. 

 

Department of Public Works 
•  Flood Control 
•  Operations 
•  Solid Waste Management 
•  Special Districts 
•  Surveyor   
•  Transportation 
 

David Doublet, M.S., P.E. 
Assistant Director 

 

Main Office - 825 East Third Street, San Bernardino, CA 92415-0835 |   Phone: 909.387.7910   Fax: 909.387.7911 
 

Brendon Biggs, M.S., P.E. 
Director 
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Permits/Operations Support Division (Sameh Basta, Chief, 909-387-7995): 
 
1. The proposed Project area incorporates two San Bernardino County Flood Control District 

(SBCFCD} facilities and right-of way, Cucamonga Channel, CE (1-301-lF) and West 
Cucamonga Channel (1-201-lG). Any encroachments including, but not limited to access for 
grading, fence removal and installation, side drain connections on the District's right-of-way or 
facilities will require a permit from the SBCFCD prior to start of construction. Also, SBCFCD 
facilities built by the Army Corps of Engineers (ACOE) will require the SBCFCD to obtain 
approval (408- Permit) from the ACOE. The necessity for any, or all of these permits, and any 
impacts associated with them, should be addressed in the Supplemental EIR prior to adoption 
and certification. 
 

We respectfully request to be included on the circulation list for all project notices, public reviews, 
or public hearings. In closing, I would like to thank you again for allowing the San Bernardino 
County Department of Public Works the opportunity to comment on the above-referenced project. 
Should you have any questions or need additional clarification, please contact the individuals who 
provided the specific comment, as listed above. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
MICHAEL R. PERRY 
Supervising Planner 
Environmental Management 
 
MP:AJ:nl 



Carol A. Coy 
P.O. Box 672 

Walnut, CA 91788-0672 
carolcoy.egret@gmail.com 

 
 

July 17, 2021 
 
Nicole Walker, Environmental Planning Manager  By Email to:  nwalker@flyontario.com 
Ontario International Airport Authority 
1923 East Avion Street 
Ontario, CA 91761 
 
Subject:  Notice of Preparation Comments 
   Rehabilitation of Runway 8R-26L and Associated Airfield Improvements 
   Ontario International Airport 
 
Dear Ms. Walker: 
  
I concur with the Ontario International Airport Authority’s (OIAA) conclusion noted in the referenced Notice of 
Preparation (NOP) and Initial Study that the proposed project as described may have significant impacts in the 
Biological Resource category, notably on the Burrowing Owl, a California State Species of Special Concern, thus 
requiring, at the least, preparation of a Supplemental Environmental Impact Report.  Minimizing and mitigating the 
impacts on both Burrowing Owl habitat modification and disturbance of burrows, as well as disruption to the 
activities of individual birds, constitute important issues that need thorough study and consideration in the 
Environmental Impact Report materials to be prepared.  I urge careful attention to the onsite conservation and 
protection of this important species.   
 
As Burrowing Owl activity is dynamic in time, conduct of current surveys/population inventories should be 
undertaken both as part of EIR development, as well as becoming an important preconstruction requirement.   
Ongoing observation and documentation of Burrowing Owl activity during construction (by a qualified expert) that 
triggers protective actions as owls are encountered, and scheduling the timing of construction activities outside of 
breeding season, should be considered as part of developing an onsite mitigation and management plan that 
embodies good stewardship of this special species. 
 
Please add me to the interest list for any further CEQA-related notices on this project.  As a Biologist, I have 
devoted my thirty-five year career in environmental regulation and protection and have been personally observing 
and interested in the Airport’s offsite Burrowing Owls the past five years.  In fact, as part of the Pomona Valley 
Audubon Society, Burrowing Owl Conservation Committee, I first wrote Mark Thorpe, OIAA CEO, on March 8, 
2019, noting my concern regarding “Airport Project Impact on Burrowing Owls” and pointed out “The ambitious 
Pacific Gateway Cargo Center construction project documentation does not seem to contemplate any biological 
impacts. We could not locate any construction or rehabilitation project documents that included any anticipated 
environmental impacts. One would expect from their offsite breeding presence… that Burrowing Owls are present 
in airport field areas…”.  Consequently, I am pleased to see OIAA now recognize that major construction projects 
and the rehabilitation and realignment of runways and taxiways can have a significant impact on this Species of 
Special Concern.  I urge OIA to develop a protective onsite management plan for this species as several other 
airports have already done. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this NOP. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Carol Coy 
 
cc:  California Department of Fish and Wildlife 
       Pomona Valley Audubon Society 
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ROBIN IKEDA 
625 East I Street, Ontario, CA 91764| (909) 773-2541 | robin.ikeda@gmail.com 

15 July 2021 

Nicole Walker 
Environmental Planning Manager 
Ontario International Airport Authority 
1923 East Avion Street 
Ontario, CA 91761 

Dear Nicole Walker: 

I  am wri t ing to comment on the Ontario Internat ional Airport Authori ty’s (OIAA’s) 17 
June 2021 Notice of Preparat ion of a Draft  Focused Supplemental Environmental 
Impact Report  (DFSEIR) on the Ontario Internat ional Airport  Rehabi l i tat ion of 
Runway 8R-26 Land and Associated Airf ield Improvements (Runway Project) .  

By way of introduct ion, I  am a recently ret i red professor of biology; having served 
for twenty-one years at Chaffey Col lege, and seventeen years at Ontario and 
Damien High Schools. I  hold a master’s degree in biology and have extensive 
experience in f ield biology, including in surveying and monitor ing vegetat ion and 
animals. Eight years of service on the North Et iwanda Preserve (NEP) Advisory 
Board acquainted me more ful ly with regulatory frameworks around land use, and I  
have found the intersect ions of these experiences to be r ichly product ive. For 
example, f ield work performed by my Chaffey Col lege students was rout inely shared 
with NEP managers over the years; and Chaffey Col lege students have been highly 
involved in monitor ing burrowing owls in the area. I  began working with burrowing 
owls in 2017; and have more recently worked with the Pomona Val ley Audubon 
Society’s (PVAS’s) burrowing owl monitor ing and conservat ion project.  I t  is in the 
aforementioned spir i t  of  community advocacy that I  wri te to you with the fol lowing 
recommendations concerning protect ion of the burrowing owls on the OIAA property.  

Burrowing owls are l isted as a Cal i fornia Species of Special  Concern; and are 
protected under the U.S. Migratory Bird Species Treaty Act.  Their numbers local ly 
are in sharp decl ine, due largely to loss of habitat by development. Burrowing owls 
are present in the Runway Project area.1 In short,  I  recommend that the OIAA 
engage in comprehensive planning to explore the viabi l i ty of responsible 
management of burrowing owls and other sensit ive species on i ts propert ies, both 

 
1 Ontario International Airport Authority. May 2021. Initial Study of the Ontario International Airport Rehabilitation of 
Runway 8R-26 Land and Associated Airfield Improvements [4.0 Environmental Impacts; pp. 24-26, Biological Resources. 
Appendix C, Cooley and Singleton report of 11 Feb 2020] 
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within and beyond the Runway Project area (e.g.,  the “Boot Property”)2.  Planning 
tools, such as an OIAA Management Plan ( i f  not already in place) and a ful l  EIR for 
the Runway Project,  (rather than a DFSEIR) are recommended to provide the 
scient i f ic,  planning, and pol icy framework required to ident i fy and avoid (or 
meaningful ly mit igate for) potent ial  impacts to sensit ive species from development; 
ideal ly preserving sensit ive species in si tu. 

In the non-breeding surveys conducted for their 2021 Biological Report for the Ini t ial  
Study of the Runway Project,  Cooley and Singleton ident i fy three act ive burrows in a 
study area including the runways and immediately adjacent f ields.3 The OIAA’s 
Ini t ial  Study for the ranks the environmental impact of the Runway Project—through 
direct damage to sensit ive species and impairment of wi ldl i fe movement—as “ less 
than signif icant impact with mit igat ion incorporated.” The mit igat ion out l ined is 
str ik ingly general.  First,  breeding surveys are needed to assess the actual value of 
this si te to the burrowing owls. Second, the si te needs to be viewed relat ive to a 
larger area; both on the airport property and in the area within reasonable dispersal 
distance for the owls.4 Without this information, i t  isn’ t  possible to determine the 
best mit igat ion strategy for maintaining a healthy owl populat ion on the si te and in 
the region. Third, potent ial  mit igat ion measures—and the condit ions that would 
tr igger them—need to be specif ied in detai l .  Because the detai ls make the di f ference 
between success and fai lure of mit igat ion, the lack of detai l  here is part icular ly 
troublesome. For example: 

•  I t  is l ikely to be best to protect the owls in place during the project.  Wil l  that 
opt ion be explored? 

o  Experts agree that conservat ion of owls in place—especial ly when 
supported with comprehensive planning—is dramatical ly more 
successful .5,6 

o  I f  so, how wi l l  they be protected and monitored?  
•  I f  not,  how wi l l  owls be captured and removed? Where wi l l  they be relocated? 

How wi l l  they be protected and monitored? These are long and detai led 
processes i f  done correct ly.7 

 
2 Carstens D. 7 July 2021. Letter to Mr. Mark Thorpe: Objection to Pursuit of Development Requiring Removal of 
Burrowing Owls. Chatten-Brown, Carstens & Minteer LLP. Figure 2, page 8 
3 Cooley E and L Singleton. 11 February 2020. Letter to Mr. Keith Owens: 2019\2020 non-breeding Burrowing Owl Survey 
Report for Potential Development of Ontario International Airport’s Parcel Study. Helix Environmental Planning, Inc. 
4 Rosenberg DK, LA Trulio, D Catlin, D Chromczack, JA Gervais, N Ronan, KA Haley. 2007. The ecology of the Burrowing Owl 
in California. Unpubl. report to Bureau of Land Management. 
5 “In summary, burrowing owl populations within southwestern San Bernardino County and southwestern California as a 
whole are in steep decline and on the verge of extirpation…, because owls are rarely, if ever, preserved on site.” Kidd J. 
undated. The Burrowing Owls at Ontario International Airport (OIA) Biology, Status, Regulatory Setting, and Mitigation 
Options report (Biological Report). Helix Environmental Inc. [in Appendix C of OIAA, 2021 Initial Study] 
6 “The primary desirability of in situ preservation is underscored by Colleen Wisinski, Conservation Program Specialist in 
Recovery Ecology at the San Diego Zoo Wildlife Alliance and field team leader for their burrowing owl program. In an email 
communication with PVAS, she stated:” 

…setting aside the land the owls already occupy is more efficacious (and probably cheaper in the long 
run)… I point this out only to be clear that using active translocation should be planned in the context of 
several years of planning, funding, and commitment in order to be successful. The way that mitigation 
translocations have routinely been carried out was with a much shorter time horizon (e.g., 1 month of 
monitoring after release—essentially getting the animals out of immediate danger). The value of this 
approach as a long-term conservation tool is dubious.   Carstens D, 7 July 2021  

7 Kidd J, undated, pp 8-10 
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•  I f  owls must be removed, the goal of preserving remaining burrowing owls in 
place wi l l  l ikely necessitate their return to the si te. Is that opt ion being 
explored? 

 
How wi l l  the publ ic know that the best science and pol icy around protect ing 
burrowing owls from local ext inct ion is being brought to bear in this project? Indeed, 
the aforementioned quest ions and concerns about adequate, appropriate, and 
effect ive mit igat ion for impacts on burrowing owls and their  habitat on the OIAA 
property beg the larger quest ion about whether OIAA’s comprehensive planning 
processes are current.  I f ,  as Doug Carstens suggested in a recent letter to OIAA, 
there is no Master Plan in place,8 there is a terr i f ic opportunity to create the kind of 
comprehensive planning that could make meaningful  on-si te conservat ion of 
burrowing owls (and possibly other sensit ive species) possible. Carstens says i t  
wel l :   
 

Master Plans require review under appl icable environmental laws which 
provides a perfect context for OIA to address the signif icant biological 
resources present on i ts propert ies, ident i fy potent ial  impacts to them 
from future development, and devise current,  robust,  evidence-based 
strategies (e.g.,  pr ior i t izat ion of in si tu preservat ion) to avoid and/or 
mit igate those impacts.9 

 
Addit ional ly, the NOP proposes preparat ion of a DFSEIR in support of the exist ing 
EIR from the 1991 Final EIR for Terminals, Other Faci l i t ies and Operat ions to 
Support 12 Mil l ion Annual Passengers. To my eye, the Runway Project cal ls for a 
ful l  Environmental Impact Report (EIR), rather than a narrow and l imited Focused 
Supplemental EIR (FSEIR). The Inland Empire has changed dramatical ly in the 
twenty years since the last study of the airport  and i ts impacts was made. Burrowing 
owls, for example, have undergone precipi tous decl ine due to habitat loss during 
that period.10 I  strongly recommend that the OIAA undertake a ful l  EIR. The effort  is 
l ikely to dovetai l  nicely with the development of a Management Plan, the support of 
which also requires environmental review to ident i fy potent ial  impacts, and plan 
comprehensively for the avoidance or reduct ion of impacts of future development.  
 
Indeed, the need for further analysis of the best science and pol icy guiding the 
feasibi l i ty of in si tu preservat ion of burrowing owls near airports is evidenced by 
Kidd’s recommendation in his undated report 11 that owls should not be preserved on-
si te. Two key pi l lars of Kidd’s rat ionale are: 1) FAA and other regulat ions 
contraindicat ing the preservat ion of owls near airports; 2) the low numbers of owls 
in the area, and the high fragmentat ion of their  habitat.  Kidd’s assert ions about the 
inadvisabi l i ty of preserving burrowing owls within 10,000 feet of a runway don’t  
comport with pract ices at other Cal i fornia airports (e.g.,  Norman Y. Mineta San José 
Internat ional Airport and Lemoore Naval Air  Stat ion),  per their  management plans. I t  
is evident ly possible to manage sensit ive species whi le complying with FAA 

 
8 “… we are unaware of any final airport Master Plan approved for Ontario International Airport, or necessary approvals by 
an airport land use commission.” Carstens D, 7 July 2021 
9 Carstens D, 7 July 2021 
10 Kidd J, undated 
11 Ibid 
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standards and protect ing safe air  t ravel.12 Carstens summarized: “Like other 
airports, OIA can achieve i ts safety and air  t raff ic needs whi le sustaining regional ly 
signif icant wi ldl i fe populat ions.”  
 
Further, whi le burrowing owls have suffered steep decl ines and habitat 
fragmentat ion, they are more abundant in the area than Kidd has reported,13 and 
evident ly disperse further (between habitat fragments) than he has projected. 14 As 
central  as they are to decision-making about conservat ion strategies for a species 
already in precipi tous decl ine in the region, due to habitat loss, I  assert that these 
quest ions around the viabi l i ty and safety of  preserving burrowing owls in si tu on the 
airport  property should be resolved before the OIAA moves forward with the Runway 
Project in the apparent absence of an adequately- informed plan for managing 
impacts to burrowing owls. 
 
In summary, I  recommend that the OIAA engage in comprehensive planning to 
explore the viabi l i ty of responsible management of burrowing owls and other 
sensit ive species on i ts propert ies, both within and beyond the Runway Project area. 
Planning tools, such as an OIAA Management Plan and a ful l  EIR for the Runway 
Project,  are recommended to provide the scient i f ic,  planning and pol icy framework 
required to ident i fy,  avoid, or meaningful ly mit igate for,  potent ial  impacts to 
sensit ive species from development; and ideal ly preserve burrowing owls in si tu. 

 

Sincerely, 

Robin Ikeda 
Retired Biology Professor, Chaffey Col lege 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
12 Carstens D, 7 July 2021 
13 The PVAS has been observing owls at several sites not shown on Kidd’s map. I have observed burrowing owls in the 80 
acres of undeveloped fields of the Chino campus of Chaffey College (on College Park Ave.) since 2017. I have counted as 
many as 38 owls in a single visit. Observations from 2017-2019 have been submitted to the CNDDB. 
14 Rosenberg et al., 2007 
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Douglas P. Carstens 
Email Address: 
dpc@cbcearthlaw.com 
Direct Dial:  
310-798-2400  Ext. 1 

 

July 7, 2021 
 

Mr. Mark Thorpe, 
CEO, Ontario International Airport Authority 
1923 East Avion Street 
Ontario, CA 91761 
 

Re:   Objection to Pursuit of Development Requiring Removal of Burrowing 
Owls 

 
Dear Mr. Thorpe,  
 
 On behalf of Pomona Valley Audubon Society, we write to object to further 
consideration of development, sale, or lease of property by the Ontario International 
Airport Authority (OIAA or Authority) that might require removal of Burrowing Owls 
without undertaking adequate compliance with the California Environmental Quality Act 
(CEQA).  CEQA compliance requires the Authority to analyze alternatives to Burrowing 
Owl removal.  The Authority should not encourage businesses to invest in leases and 
development without developing a framework that allows the owls to continue to nest and 
thrive on the site.  An adequate framework requires the Authority to finally prepare a 
proper Master Plan for the airport and address issues including biological resource issues 
as part of that planning process.     
 

A. The Burrowing Owl is a Protected Species, Which May Not be Removed 
Without Adequate Environmental Review Under CEQA.  

 

Burrowing Owls (Athene cunicularia) are a State Species of Special Concern.  The 
species has undergone substantial decline in the vicinity of the Ontario International 
Airport (OIA), across southwestern California, and statewide.  The species is sufficiently 
rare, and its range had collapsed to such a degree by 2003, that several local Audubon 
Society chapters and others petitioned the State of California to list it as an endangered 
species.  In the intervening 18 years since the Fish and Game Commission turned down 
the petition, the status of Burrowing Owl populations has only worsened, hastened by the 
rapid loss of habitat development.  More protection of Burrowing Owls is warranted, not 
less.   

 

mailto:dpc@cbcearthlaw.com
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Development of the area of OIA known as the “boot” (“Boot Property”) would 
trigger the preparation of an environmental impact report (EIR) based on CEQA’s 
standard Initial Study screening questions.  Specifically, an EIR is required if the 
Authority can conceivably answer affirmatively: 
 

Would the project: a) Have a substantial adverse effect, either directly or 
through habitat modifications, on any species identified as a candidate, 
sensitive, or special status species in local or regional plans, policies, or 
regulations, or by the California Department of Fish and Game or U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service?1  
 
As Burrowing Owls are present on the CDFW sensitive species list, loss of the 

remaining population on the Boot Property would constitute a potentially significant 
impact under CEQA, triggering the requirement to prepare an EIR.   

 
The Burrowing Owl population on the Boot Property is the largest remaining in the 

region, to the extent that the Authority’s own consultants argue that no other population in 
this portion of San Bernardino County is viable (Kidd Biological, undated).2  The loss of 
this population, which would be inevitable if the site is developed, would reduce the range 
of the species significantly and represent a significant adverse impact under CEQA.   
 

The Burrowing Owls at Ontario International Airport (OIA) Biology, Status, 
Regulatory Setting, and Mitigation Options report (Biological Report) prepared for Helix 
Environmental by Kidd Biological Inc. falsely states, “With the failed listing attempt…. 
Little to no mitigation is required for destruction/development of occupied habitat.”  The 
Biological Report is completely wrong on this point of law.   

 

 
1 https://resources.ca.gov/CNRALegacyFiles/ceqa/docs/ab52/final-approved-appendix-
G.pdf 
 
2   The Kidd Biological Report wrongly stated that there were no concentrations of owls 
nearby. To the contrary, a Pomona Valley Audubon Society project monitors four other 
Burrowing Owl nesting sites within 5 to 7 miles of the Ontario Airport. Together with the 
Ontario owls, these five sites are within dispersal range of each other, using the maximum 
dispersal range of 12.5 miles (for male adults) to 13.8 miles (for female adults) found in 
the Rosenberg et al. (2007) study.   The presence of owl populations within dispersal 
range of the Airport indicates that there is a source of genetic diversity for the Ontario 
owls and they, in turn, serve the important role of increasing the viability of the other sites 
within their range. 
 

https://resources.ca.gov/CNRALegacyFiles/ceqa/docs/ab52/final-approved-appendix-G.pdf
https://resources.ca.gov/CNRALegacyFiles/ceqa/docs/ab52/final-approved-appendix-G.pdf
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On the contrary, CEQA protects California Species of Special Concern.  (Mejia v. 
City of Los Angeles (2005) 130 Cal.App.4th 322, 337 [requiring preparation of an 
environmental impact report where substantial evidence existed to support a fair argument 
that Species of Special Concern would be adversely impacted by a proposed development 
project.])  As stated by the Court in Mejia, the Department of Fish and Game maintains 
lists of species of special concern on its website, stating, “ ‘Species of Special Concern’ 
(SSC) status applies to animals not listed under the federal Endangered Species Act or the 
California Endangered Species Act, but which nonetheless 1) are declining at a rate that 
could result in listing, or 2) historically occurred in low numbers and known threats to 
their persistence currently exist.” (<http://www.dfg.ca.gov/hcpb/species/ssc/ssc.shtml>.)  
(Mejia, supra, 130 Cal.App.4th 322, 337.)  CEQA thus requires that a project that could 
have significant and adverse impacts to Species of Special Concern avoid or mitigate 
those impacts.  

 
The Boot Property east of the airport is prime Burrowing Owl nesting habitat that 

supported six active burrows and at least 15 owl fledglings in the 2020 nesting season.  
Burrowing Owl are disappearing fast from the Ontario area and may be listed as an 
endangered species in the future.  

 
The Biological Report recognizes that “conserving owls on site (in situ)” is “the 

most important mitigation option”  (Biological Report, p. 6.)  However, the report then 
asserts it is “rarely ever conducted since this is not required by the resource agencies.”  
(Biological Report, p. 6.)  Whether resource agencies require on site preservation or not, 
impacts and alternatives to burrowing owl removal must be fully analyzed in an 
environmental impact report. The primary desirability of in situ preservation is 
underscored by Colleen Wisinski, Conservation Program Specialist in Recovery Ecology 
at the San Diego Zoo Wildlife Alliance and field team leader for their burrowing owl 
program.  In an email communication with PVAS, she stated:  
 

…setting aside the land the owls already occupy is more efficacious (and probably 
cheaper in the long run)….I point this out only to be clear that using active 
translocation should be planned in the context of several years of planning, 
funding, and commitment in order to be successful. The way that mitigation 
translocations have routinely been carried out was with a much shorter time 
horizon (e.g., 1 month of monitoring after release—essentially getting the animals 
out of immediate danger). The value of this approach as a long-term conservation 
tool is dubious…. 

 
The Biological Report falsely asserts, “The best approach for owl mitigation at and 

adjacent to OIAA property should involve active relocation.”  (Biological Report, p. 10.) 
Contrary to this statement, the best approach would be in situ preservation.  If such in situ 
preservation is infeasible for identifiable reasons, the Authority must make a finding of 
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overriding considerations pursuant to Public Resources Code section 21081 before it 
approves any owl relocation or development of owl habitat.  
 

B. The Airport Authority Must Conduct an Initial Study Before It 
Impermissibly Pre-Commits to Removal of Burrowing Owl, Including 
Leasing the “Boot Property,” Before Conducting CEQA Review 

 

Ontario International Airport (OIA) is preparing to lease the “Boot Property,” 
located to the east of the runways and bounded by Airport Drive to the north, Jurupa 
Street to the south, Haven Avenue to the west, and Doubleday Avenue to the east.  The 
Boot Property contains 24 parcels that amount to 240 acres within the boundary of the 
airport.  We understand OIA has secured a real estate agent broker to locate a lessee.  In 
doing so, OIA staff asserted that any future lease would be exempt from environmental 
review pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15312.  However, this exemption applies to 
sales of surplus properties, while the anticipated action is a lease and the property is not 
surplus3.  The exemption is therefore inapplicable.  Entering into a lease to develop OIA 
land is a discretionary action and would therefore be subject to CEQA review because the 
subsequent development is the inevitable and inseparable outcome of the agreement.  
 

A lead agency may not commit to a definite course of action prior to conducting 
adequate environmental review pursuant to CEQA.  CEQA further requires that 
environmental review occur before momentum becomes unstoppable and alternatives to a 
project become foreclosed.  (Save Tara v. City of West Hollywood (2008) 45 Cal.4th 116.)  
Approval of the displacement of Burrowing Owls would be improper precommitment to a 
specific action prior to review or approval of an environmental impact report that analyzes 
future airport development patterns. 

 
Here, OIAA has impermissibly set itself on a path of approving projects that 

require the removal of the Burrowing Owl.  While it does not yet appear that the Authority 
has actually approved removal of any burrowing owls, the Authority has accepted the 
Biology Report that improperly incorporates the assumption that removal will be the best 
option (Biology Report, p. 10) and may be required for subsequent development.  

 
Prior to approval of any further steps toward the development of areas occupied by 

the burrowing owl, the Authority must conduct an initial study to determine the potential 
impacts that will occur and consult with the California Department of Fish and Wildlife 

 
3 Disposal of surplus government property requires compliance with the Surplus Lands 
Act, which the Authority apparently has not contemplated. The Surplus Land Act includes 
requirements to first offer surplus land to relevant agencies for various purposes including 
open space preservation.  
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(CDFW) about those impacts before it prepares that study.  As stated by the Court of 
Appeal:   

 
Our conclusion that a fair argument can be made that the project may have a 
significant impact on animal wildlife also compels the conclusion that the city was 
required to consult with the Department of Fish and Game, a trustee agency 
(Guidelines, § 15386), before conducting an initial study, and subsequently was 
required to notify the department of the city's intention to adopt a mitigated 
negative declaration. (Pub. Resources Code, § 21080.3, subd. (a); Guidelines, §§ 
15063, subd. (g), 15072, subd. (a); Gentry v. City of Murrieta (1995) 36 
Cal.App.4th 1359, 1386–1388, 43 Cal.Rptr.2d 170.)   

 
(Mejia v. City of Los Angeles (2005) 130 Cal.App.4th 322, 340.)  
 

C. The Authority Must Undertake Proper Airport Planning to Identify and 
Avoid or Reduce Impacts of Potential Future Development.  

 
Although there may have been initial attempts to start airport master planning in 

2002 and 2007, we are unaware of any final airport master plan approved for Ontario 
International Airport, or necessary approvals by an airport land use commission.  The 
Ontario Airport was transferred to local control under the Authority from the City of Los 
Angeles on November 1, 2016.  Neither the Los Angeles World Airports (LAWA) nor the 
Authority has ever developed a Master Plan for the Ontario International Airport.  

 
Proper airport planning requires that the Authority prepare a master plan approved 

by an airport land use commission or similar body.  (Pub. Util. Code, § 21670.1.)  We are 
aware of no such Master Plan nor any such approval by an airport land use commission.  
A Master Plan must be developed prior to any Authority authorization of development on 
airport property, and any Master Plan prepared must address biological resource impacts, 
including foreseeable impacts to Burrowing Owls.  Rather than deferring proper analysis 
of this Species of Special Concern to a future point, we urge you to undertake a thorough 
analysis of potential impacts to Burrowing Owls immediately.   

 
The Authority’s approval of Boot Property sales or leases will be legally vulnerable 

in the absence of a properly prepared and adopted airport master plan and CEQA-
compliant environmental review of the potential removal of Burrowing Owl.  

 
The Authority’s environmental consultants have advised that it is somehow 

impermissible for the airport to conserve and manage Burrowing Owls on its property or 
within 10,000 feet of the runway (Kidd Biological, undated).  This histrionic claim is 
inconsistent with precedent at other airports in California.   
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The Authority should familiarize itself with the Burrowing Owl management 
program at the Norman Y. Mineta San José International Airport.  San José International 
Airport is much larger with nearly double the number of annual passengers.  Since 1997, 
the San José International Airport has implemented a Burrowing Owl Management Plan, 
under which 84 acres of the infield of the airport are managed for Burrowing Owls.  As 
stated on the airport’s website: 
 

The Burrowing Owl is one of the smallest and unique species of owls, 
growing to a height of approximately 9 inches, weighing about 4 oz., and 
living in underground burrows. We have a wildlife management program 
that actively manages the Western Burrowing Owls within the infield areas 
to ensure the ongoing safety of both the burrowing owls and aviation 
operations. The owls are banded at a young age, with a specific code that 
allows biologists to observe owls into adulthood.4 

 
San José International Airport also constructs artificial burrows for Burrowing Owls, 
including in areas far closer to the airfield than the Boot Property is to the airfield at OIA.  
In fact, as approved mitigation for loss of burrows within the airfield, San José 
International Airport has constructed artificial burrows at a 2:1 ratio within its VOR area, 
immediately adjacent to the airfield (VHF Omnidirectional Radio; marked with a star on 
Figure 1).  Conservation of Burrowing Owls in this location and these active measures to 
encourage nesting have been approved by California Department of Fish and Wildlife 
(2020).   
 

In over 20 years of implementation, and nine years at the VOR site, active 
management of Burrowing Owls adjacent to the San José International Airport airfield has 
not resulted in the dire consequences from the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) 
that OIA’s environmental consults imagine (Kidd Biological Report, undated).   
 

Management of rare and endangered species on airport property is simply part of 
being a responsible public agency.  Many airports can and do balance the risks of the 
presence of sensitive species with FAA regulations ensuring  air traffic safety.  The San 
José International Airport management plan for Burrowing Owls is only one example.  In 
the Central Valley, Lemoore Naval Air Station has a Burrowing Owl management plan 
that includes active management to promote the species adjacent to runways.5  Silicon 

 
4 https://www.flysanjose.com/node/501 
5 
https://www.birdpop.org/docs/pubs/Rosenberg_and_Gervais_2009_An_Updated_Management_P
lan_For_BUOW _Population_Lemoore.pdf 



Ontario International Airport Authority 
July 7, 2021 
Page 7 
 
 
Valley’s Moffett Field discourages nesting on the airfield itself, but constructs artificial 
burrows on non-airfield areas at the facility.6 
     

OIA needs a Master Plan that addresses all of its property and plans for future 
development.  Preparation of such a plan is “strongly recommended” by FAA.7  Master 
Plans require review under applicable environmental laws which provides a perfect 
context for OIA to address the significant biological resources present on its properties, 
identify potential impacts to them from future development, and devise current, robust, 
evidence-based strategies (e.g., prioritization of in situ preservation) to avoid and/or 
mitigate those impacts.  Like other airports, OIA can achieve its safety and air traffic 
needs while sustaining regionally significant wildlife populations.  At the very least, given 
that OIA has Burrowing Owls within airfield operations areas that may be impacted by 
future activities, it would be well advised to maintain the Boot Property as a potential 
mitigation area to offset airfield-related impacts, following the lead of San José 
International Airport’s use of its VOR area for the same purpose.  Such mitigation actions, 
and management to encourage Burrowing Owls has been a key environmental planning 
and mitigation element that has allowed San José International Airport’s Master Plan 
iterations to withstand legal challenges. 
 

 
 

6 https://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/8_exhibit_b_1_2c_.pdf 
7 https://www.faa.gov/documentLibrary/media/Advisory_Circular/AC_150_5070-
6B_with_chg_1&2.pdf  
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Figure 1. Norman Y. Mineta San José International Airport, showing location of 
Burrowing Owls (small circular icons) and area where artificial burrows are constructed 
(red star).  
 

  
Figure 2. Ontario International Airport, showing location of Boot Property with 
population of nesting Burrowing Owls.   
 
Conclusion.  
  
 We ask that the Authority not issue any approvals for plans, contracts, or leases, or 
lend any further momentum to developments of Ontario International Airport property 
without first preparing a proper Airport Master Plan and adequate environmental review to 
support it.  Such a plan should provide for onsite preservation of Burrowing Owl and full 
mitigation of any impacts to them.  
 

Please notify us of any hearings or the issuance of any findings or permits related to 
this matter.  We also ask that you preserve all records and communications related to 
development of airport property in accordance with the requirements of Golden Door 
Properties, LLC v. County of San Diego, (2020) 50 Cal.App.5th 467. 
 
       Sincerely, 
 
 
       Douglas Carstens 
 



From: kimberlyfour
To: Walker, Nicole
Subject: Rehabilitation of Runway 8R-26L
Date: Friday, July 16, 2021 4:47:31 PM

Hello Nicole,

The following comments are in regards to the planed construction to rehabilitate
runway 8R-26L. I am involved in the effort to protect the last remaining Burrowing
Owls that we have in San Bernardino County. The population is tenuous at best, but
we do have active breeding populations at the Ontario Airport as well in three areas
in Chino. These small populations are close enough that they can interbreed which
will help to insure that they remain genetically healthy. There are active breeding
owls in the areas slated for construction. These owls need to have consideration and
to be protected during construction. That information definitely needs to be
included and addressed in any plans going forward. 

Since the 1980”s we have basically killed off most of our owls in San Bernardino
County by destroying and developing their habitat. Mitigation to address this has
been virtually non-existent. This is unfortunately happening all over this planet.

Populations of wild animals have more than halved since 1970, while the human
population has doubled.
Only five times before in our planet’s history have so many species and so much
biodiversity been lost so quickly. The fifth was when the dinosaurs were wiped out.
That is why scientists and conservationists call what is happening now the ‘sixth
mass extinction’. Some have even described the loss of biodiversity today as
‘biological annihilation’.
It is my hope that the Ontario Airport and the city of Ontario becomes a friend of
the Burrowing Owls and that they act before it is too late to save these beautiful
birds. 

Sincerely yours,

Kimberly Dillbeck

mailto:kimberlyfour@gmail.com
mailto:nwalker@flyontario.com
https://populationmatters.org/glossary
https://populationmatters.org/glossary


From: Suzanne C. Thompson
To: Walker, Nicole
Subject: Public comment: Rehabilitation of Runway 8R-26L and Associated Airfield Improvements
Date: Friday, July 16, 2021 9:23:06 AM

July 16, 2021 

Nicole Walker, Environmental Planning Manager 

Dear Ms. Walker, 

I am writing to register my concern about the effect of the proposed runway work on the
resident Burrowing Owls in the area surrounding the OIA runways.  

Burrowing Owls are a California Species of Special Concern and, given their decline
throughout their traditional range, could be a candidate for an “endangered” listing in the near
future. The owls and their burrows need strong protection throughout the construction period
and, if necessary, in the new runway configuration when the project is completed. 

A detailed plan for protecting the Burrowing Owls needs to be included in the Environmental
Impact Report.  

Sincerely, 

Suzanne Thompson 
Chair, Pomona Valley Audubon Burrowing Owl Committee 
sthompson@pomona.edu 

mailto:SCT04747@pomona.edu
mailto:nwalker@flyontario.com
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