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Comments and Response to Comments

1. INTRODUCTION TO COMMENTS AND RESPONSES

The Final Supplemental Environmental Impact Report (SEIR) includes the Grace Solar Energy Center Draft
SEIR (February 2026) as revised, comments received on the Draft SEIR, and responses to those comments.
The Final SEIR has been prepared pursuant to the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), Public
Resources Code section 21000 et seq., and in accordance with the Guidelines for the Implementation of
CEQA, California Code of Regulations, tit. 14., section 15000 et seq. Receiving and responding to
comments on the Draft SEIR is an essential part of the environmental review process, with comments and
responses becoming part of the Final SEIR. The Riverside County Board of Supervisors will determine
whether to certify the Final SEIR and approve the proposed Project or any of the evaluated Project
alternatives.

1.1 Summary of Comments Received

The section presents responses to the comments received during the public review period for the Grace
Solar Energy Center Draft SEIR (February 18 to April 6, 2026).

Table 1-1 lists the agencies and organizations that submitted comments on the Draft SEIR. The individual
comments are numbered, and responses immediately follow the comments.

No revisions to the SEIR were required based on the comments.

Table 1-1. Comments Received on the Grace Solar Energy Center Draft SEIR

COMMENTER DATE COMMENT SET
Agencies

South Coast Air Quality Management District 3/25/26 Al
Organizations

Defenders of Wildlife 4/6/26 01
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Comment Letter Al

T South Coast
@ Air Quality Management District

21865 Copley Drive, Diamand Bar, CA 91765-4178
(909 390-2000 - www.agmd.gov

SENT VIA E-MAIL. March 25, 2026
DTranfinveo.org

Dat Tran, Project Plammer

County of Riverside

4080 Lemon Street, 12th Floor

Riverside, Califormia 92501

Diraft Supplemental Environmental Impact Report (SEIR) for the
Grace Solar Energv Center Project (Proposed Project) (SCH No:

2025010194)

South Coast Air Quality Management District (South Coast AQMD) staff appreciate the

oppornmity to review the above-mentioned document. The County of Riverside is the California

Environmental Cuality Act (CEQA) Lead Agency for the Proposed Project. To provide context, Al-1
South Coast AQMD staff have provided a bref summoary of the project information and prepared

the following comments which are organized by topic of concem.

Summary of Proposed Project Information in the Draft SEIR.

Based on the Draft SEIR, the project consists of comstructing: 1) a 500 megawatt (MW) solar
photovoltaic facility and a 500 MW battery energy storage system on 3,705 acres with 3.5 miles
of transmission lines during Phase 1; and 2) 10.5 miles of transmission lines (with 2.6 miles
occurming within existmg night-of-way during Phase 2). Construction is expected to take 28 Al-2
months with operation starting as early as 2027. Based on a review of aenal phetographs, South
Coast AQMD staff found that the nearest sensitive receptor (e.g., residential development) is
located 275 feet notth of the project site. The Proposed Project 1s located appromimately two
miles north of Interstate 10, adjacent to the west side of the Blythe city limats in Blythe.

Although the Proposed Project is located within the jurisdiction of the Antelope Valley Air
CQuality Management District (AVAQMD), operation of this large-scale project has the potential
to generate a high volume of heavy-duty truck traffie, meluding diesel heavy heavy-duty diesel
tucks (HHDTs) and transportation refrigeration units (TRUs) that would travel beyond the
AVAQMD boundary inte other ar districts, inchiding but not limited to the South Coast AQMD
region, particularly to and from the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach

South Coast AQMD Comments

Al-3

Inconsistencies in Construction Emissions and Incomplete Anr Quality Analysis

The Aw Cuality Impact Analysis relies on the Califormia Enmssions Estimater Model
{CalEEMod) to quantify construction emissions; however, there are inconsistencies between the Al-4
CalEEMod output files provided in Appendix G and the emissions presented in the Draft SEIR.
Specifically, Table 7 (Estimated Construction Criteria Air Pollutant Emissions — Unmutigated)
does not align with the CalEEMod modeling results. For example, the CalEEMod output file ¥
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shows mitrogen oxides (NOx) emussions for the vear 2026 as approximately 167 pounds per day,
whereas Table 7 reports NOx emissions as 131,11 pounds per day. Simular discrepancies appear
to exist for other cmteria pollutants as well. These differences raise concems regardmg the
accuracy and transparency of the emissions analysis.

Because CalEEMod 15 the basis for determming project impacts and the need for mitigation, it 1s
important that the emissions presented i the Draft SEIR. are consistent with the medelng
outputs or that any adjustments are clearly explamed and documented. Therefore, o 1=
recommended that the Awr Quality Impact Analysis be revized to reconcile these discrepancies,
include a clear breakdown of on-site versus off-site emussions, present localized emissions, and
ensure consistency with the CalEEMod ocutput files in Appendix G.

Complerion gf CEQA Air Ouality Impacts Analysiz During Operarion dctivities

Based on the Draft SEIR, the Lead Agency has not provided any analysis for emissions for
localized sigmificant thresholds (L3Ts) for operation. The Lead Agency has stated that the Draft
SEIR does not contain analysis on LSTs for operational, citing the absence of project-level data
for the Proposed Project. Pursuanmt to CEQA gudelines secthon 15064 (Determinmp the
Sigmficance of the Envronmental Effects Caused by a project) the Lead Agency 15 responsible
for performmg an in-depth and detailed analysis of an estimation of the potential localized and
regional air quality mmpact analy=is. This analysis will provide us with a preliminary assessmeant
of the potential air quality mmpacts, both at the regional and locahzed levels, arismg from the
Proposed Project.

Oherlapping Conzrruction and Operational Activinies

Even though the Proposed Project consists of approximately a total of 3,705 acres of land over
the course of a two-year construction pericd, the Diraft SEIR does not analyze the scenane of
overlappme betwreen construction and operational activities. In addition, the project 13 proposed
to be developed mm four phases, and the Draft SEIR does not evaluate the potential for
overlappmg construction activities between these phases, which could result m higher combined
smussions. Therefore, South Coast AQMD staff recommends that the Lead Apency revise the air
quality analysis section to consider both the overlap of construction phases and the overlap
betwean construction and eperational activities. The estimated overlapped emissions should then
be compared to South Coast AQMD s regiomal air quality CEQA operafiomal threshelds to
determine their level of significance, which should be included in the Final SEIR. If the
overlapped emussions analysis 15 not meluded m the Final SEIR, the Lead Agency should
provide reasons for not having them supported by substantial evidence m the record.

Conclusion

As set forth in Califerrua Public Resources Code Section 21092 5(a) and CEQA Guidslines
Section 15083(a-b), the Lead Agency shall evaluate comments from public agencies on the
environmental 135ues and prepare a written response at least 10 days prior to certifying the Final
SEIR. As such, please pronide South Coast AQMD written responses to all comments contained
bherein at least 10 days prior to the cerfification of the Final SEIE. In addition, as provide
explaining Guidelines Section 135088(c), if the Lead Agency’s position i1s at vanance with

Al-4
Cont.

Al-5

Al-B

Al-T

Page 2 of 3 in Comment Letter A1
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recommendations provided in this comment letter, detailed reasons supported by substantial Al-T
evidence 1n the record to explam why specific comments and suggestions are not accepted must Cont.
be pronided.

Thank vou for the opportumty to provide comments, South Coast AQMD staff are avatlable to

work with the Lead Agency to address any air quality questions that mav anss from this AL-S
comment letter. Please contact Sahar Ghadini, Air Cuality Specialist, at sghadimi@agmd zov

should you have any questions.

Sinceraly,

Sam HWang

Sam Wang

Program Superisor, CEQA IGR

Planning, Rule Development & Implementation
SW-SG
ODP260218-04
Control Mumber

Page 3 of 3 in Comment Letter A1
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A2-2

A2-3

A2-4

A2-5
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Response to Comment Letter A1

South Coast Air Quality Management District
Sam Wang
Program Supervisor, CEQA IGR
March 25, 2026

The comment provides introductory information about the South Coast Air Quality Management
District (AQMD) and does not raise an issue pertinent to the content or adequacy of the Draft SEIR.

The comment provides general information regarding the project description and does not raise
an issue pertinent to the content or adequacy of the Draft SEIR.

The comment states that the Project is within the jurisdiction of the Antelope Valley AQMD and
argues that the Project air quality impacts have the potential to travel beyond the Antelope Valley
AQMD boundary into other districts, including South Coast AQMD. However, the comment
incorrectly identifies the AQMD that has jurisdiction over the Project. The Project is located in
eastern Riverside County and is outside the jurisdiction of Antelope Valley AQMD. The Project site
is located outside the portion of Riverside County that is partly within the jurisdiction of South
Coast AQMD and is only under the jurisdiction of the Mojave Desert AQMD for purposes of air
quality regulation. Nonetheless, this comment does not raise an issue pertinent to the content or
adequacy of the Draft SEIR.

The commenter states that the Draft SEIR’s construction emissions analysis contains
inconsistencies between the CalEEMod output files in Appendix G and the emissions values
reported in the document. Specifically, Table 7 does not match the CalEEMod results, including a
discrepancy in reported NOx emissions for 2026, and similar inconsistencies for other pollutants.
The commenter asserts that these discrepancies raise concerns about the accuracy and
transparency of the analysis and recommends revising the Air Quality Impact Analysis to reconcile
the differences, clearly document any adjustments, distinguish between on-site and off-site
emissions, present localized emissions, and ensure consistency with the CalEEMod outputs.

Appendix A, CalEEMod Output Files, of Draft SEIR Appendix G, Air Quality and Greenhouse Gas
Emissions Technical Report, has been updated to reflect the correct modeling output that
corresponds to the analysis presented in the Draft SEIR. The Phase 3 CalEEMod output previously
included incorrect start and end dates for this subphase. For modeling purposes, Phase 3 was
assumed to occur from June 1, 2027, through April 4, 2028, following completion of Phase 2, for
a total duration of 310 days. Notably, the construction health risk assessment modeling output
presents the correct modeling phasing assumed for estimating the Project’s construction
emissions. No other changes were made to the Draft SEIR.

The commenter notes that the Draft SEIR does not include an analysis of operational emissions
relative to localized significance thresholds (LSTs), citing a lack of project-level data. The
commenter also states that, pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15064, the Lead Agency is
responsible for conducting a detailed analysis of potential localized and regional air quality
impacts from the Project to support an adequate preliminary assessment of air quality effects.

S-6 April 2026
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As discussed within Section 3.4.2 of the Draft SEIR, the Project is located within the jurisdiction of
the Mojave Desert AQMD. Unlike the South Coast AQMD, the Mojave Desert AQMD has not
adopted numerical LSTs for evaluation under the CEQA. Instead, the Mojave Desert AQMD has
established regional significance thresholds for criteria air pollutants to evaluate whether a project
would result in a cumulatively considerable net increase in emissions at the regional level, as set
forth in the Mojave Desert AQMD’s CEQA and Federal Conformity Guidelines (MDAQMD 2020).
Consistent with Mojave Desert AQMD guidance, evaluation of air quality impacts is conducted
through comparison with applicable daily and annual significance thresholds. Where appropriate,
project-specific dispersion modeling may be used to assess potential localized impacts; however,
the use of LSTs is not prescribed within Mojave Desert AQMD’s jurisdiction. Accordingly, the Draft
SEIR’s air quality analysis appropriately relies on Mojave Desert AQMD’s adopted regional
thresholds of significance and applicable ambient air quality standards to evaluate both regional
and localized air quality effects of the Project. Based on the Project’s operational characteristics
and emissions profile, operational activities would generate minimal localized emissions, and no
exceedance of applicable ambient air quality standards at nearby sensitive receptors is
anticipated. Therefore, the analysis presented in the Draft SEIR is compliant with Mojave Desert
AQMD guidance and an LST-based analysis is not required.

The commenter states that the Draft SEIR does not evaluate potential overlapping construction
activities among the Project’s four phases or overlap between construction and operational
activities over the construction duration. The South Coast AQMD notes that such overlaps could
result in higher combined emissions and recommends revising the air quality analysis to assess
these scenarios. The commenter further requests that any overlapped emissions be compared to
South Coasts AQMD’s regional CEQA operational thresholds and included in the Final SEIR, or that
the Lead Agency provide substantial evidence explaining why such analysis was not conducted.

As described in Section 3.4.3 of the Draft SEIR, the Project would be constructed in multiple phases
over an anticipated 28-month period, including Phase 1 (Solar and Western Area Power
Administration tie-in) and Phase 2 (Battery Energy Storage System [BESS] and Arlington
Collocation). With respect to potential overlap between construction and operational activities,
Project operations would commence only after substantial completion of major construction
activities for the relevant Project components. Operational emissions would primarily be
associated with limited maintenance activities and vehicle trips for photovoltaic panel cleaning,
which are substantially lower than construction-related emissions, and these operational activities
would not occur while construction is ongoing. Notably, the highest operational emissions would
occur from backup generators associated with the BESS following completion of Phase 2.
Accordingly, no meaningful overlap of construction and operational activities are anticipated. As
presented in Table 3.4-4 of the Draft SEIR, construction emissions were conservatively estimated
to represent the maximum intensity of construction activity, as modeling assumed concurrent (i.e.
overlapping) construction of both the PV facility and BESS in a single phase.

Additionally, the Project is located within the jurisdiction of the Mojave Desert AQMD. The Draft
SEIR’s approach is consistent with Mojave Desert AQMD CEQA guidance and standard practice
within the District.

S-7 Final SEIR
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Based on the above considerations, the Draft SEIR’s air quality analysis provides an adequate and
reasonable assessment of potential air quality impacts. Therefore, no revisions to the air quality
analysis are required. This comment does not identify any new significant impact or mitigation
measure (MM) beyond those already disclosed and evaluated.

A2-7 The comment requests written responses to South Coast AQMD’s comments at least 10 days prior
to certification of the Final SEIR per CEQA Guidelines 15088 (a-b). The response to comments will
be provided to all public agency commentors and responsible agencies per CEQA Guidelines.

A2-8 The comment expresses gratitude for the opportunity to provide feedback and offers South Coast
AQMD staff’s assistance with any air quality questions. The comment does not raise an issue
pertinent to the content or adequacy of the Draft SEIR.
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Comment Letter 01

l L~ B
D\
) California Program Office
|: P.O. Box 401, Folsom, California 325763

www.defenders.org
u. LD 1.

April 6, 2028

Dat Tran

Riverside County Planning Departmernt
4080 Lermon Street, 12th Floor
Riverside, California 92501

Delivared via email to DTran@Rivco.org

Re:  Supplemental Environmental iImpact Report for the Proposed Grace Solar Energy
Center; 3CH No. 2025010154

Dear Mr. Tran,

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments in response to the Supplemental
Environmental Impact Report (SEIR) for the proposed Grace Solar Energy Center (Project).
Defenders of Wildlife (Defenders) is dedicated to protecting all wild animals and plants in
their natural communitias and has nearly 2.1 million members and supportars in the United
States, with more than 311,000 residing in California.

Defenders strongly supports renewable energy generation. A low-carbon energy future is
critical for California's economy, communities and environmant. As we transition toward a
clean energy future, it s imperative that we consider the near-term impacts of renewable
energy development on our biodiversity, fish and wildlife habitat and natural landscapes
while addressing the long-term impacts of climate change. Therefore, renewable energy
projects must be planned, sited, developed and operated to avoid, minimize and mitigate
adverse impacts on wildlife and lands with known high-resource values.

The proposed Project seeks to modify the previously approved Palo Verde Mesa Solar
Project, which was approved by Riverside County in 2017, The modifications include the
project design and a change to the project name. The Project is a utility-scale solar
photovoltale facility that would generate up to 500 MW of renewable energy and includes up
to 500 MW of battery storage. It is sited on approximately 3,705 acres of land in Riverside
County, of which approximately 3,310 acres are private land and 395 acres are public lands
adminigterad by the Bureau of Land Management (BELM) and are designated as a
Development Focus Area by the Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan.

Mational Headquarters | 1130 17* Street NW | Washington, DC 20036 | 202-682-9400
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Comments -
We offer the following comments on the SEIR for the proposed Project. 01-3

Project Objectives

Defenders appreciates the inclusion of the objective to “[m]inimize environmental impacts
and land disturbance associated with solar development by maximizing facility siting on
relatively flat, previously disturbed agricultural lands with high solar insolation value, near
an identified ‘solar energy zone' / ‘Development Focus Area’ and in close proximity to road
access and established utility corridors.” A “Smart from the Start” approach to renewable
energy project siting and development emphasizes the selection of project sites that 01-4
prioritize minimizing environmental impacts and land disturbance.! This minimizes
potential Project impacts to special-status species and their habitat. Defenders appreciates
the prioritization of minimizing emnvironmental impacts and land disturbance, and we
encourage the continued development of projects with objectives that prioritize least
conflict siting.

Desert Tortolse Surveys

According to the SEIR, protocol presencefabsence desert tortoise (DT) surveys wera
conducted within the project site in 2022, followed by non-protocol surveys in July 2024 and
fall protocol surveys in fall 2024. The US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) guidance® states
that if survey data is more than one year old, the project proponent should contact USFWS
to assess the circumstances under which the data was collected to determine whether
additional surveys would be appropriate. The SEIR does not mention any consultation with
USFWS to determine whether the 2022 or 2024 survey data remains sufficient or whether
additional surveys are warranted for those areas.

The SEIR does require pre-construction surveys to be performed prior to ground disturbance
to ensure no DTs are present within the direct disturbance area, with surveys in unfenced
project areas to be conducted no more than 7 days prior to ground disturbance, and
clearance surveys to be conducted after the solar and battery storage site has been fully
enclosed by temporary or permanent desert tortoise exclusion fencing. However, pre-
construction clearance surveys are not a substitute for protocol-level presencefabsence
surveys. Pre-construction surveys are designed to clear an area of individual animals
immediately prior to ground disturbance and do not provide the appropriate survey effort
neaded to adequately characterize desert tortoise presence, density or habitat use across
the project footprint.

015

We recommend that the Applicant consult with USFWS to confirm that existing survey data
is adequate to support the impact analysis and proposed mitigation, or conduct new

1 Defendars of Wildlife. 201 2 Smart Frarm the Start: Respansible Ranswable Energy Devalaprment in the Souwthem San
Joaguin Vatley.

* Figh and Wildlife Sarviee. 2019, Prepariag for any ac tion that may occw within the range of the Mojave

e gart lartoige (Gophers sgecsizii).

Defenders of Wildlife | 2
Grace Solar Enengy Center
SCH 2025010194

Page 2 of 7 in Comment Letter 01
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protocol-level DT surveys across the entire project disturbance footprint, including the M
transmission line corridor, within one year prior 1o ground disturbance. Results of those 015
surveys should be provided to USFWS and the California Department of Fish and Wildlife Cont.

(COPW) and incorporated into the Final SEIR prior to project approval.

Deferred Biological Management Plans

The SEIR defers the development of several key biological management plans to future
consultation, which iz inconsistent with the California Envirenmental Quality Act (CEQA)
requirements. CEQA reguires that mitigation measures be fully formulated and enforceable
at the time of environmental review and does not allow mitigation to be deferred in this
manner, as it deprives the public and decision-makers of the ability to evaluate whether
impacts would be reduced to a less-than-significant lavel.

01-6

The following plans are either absent from the SEIR or insufficiently developed for
meaningful review:

+ Integrated Weed Management Plan: Mitigation Measure (MM) BIO-5 requires
preparation and implementation of an Integrated Weed Management Plan and
specifies that it will be provided to BLM for federal lands. However, the plan should
alzo be provided to COPW for review and approval for both federal and private lands
components, as invasive weed encroachment poses a significant risk to sensitive
biological resources under COFW's jurisdiction regardless of land ownership.

01-7

# Bird and Bat Conservation Strategy: MM-BIO-7 requires preparation of a Bird and
Bat Conservation Strategy, and MM-BIO-10 requires that raven management be
incorporated into that strategy. This strategy should be completed and made
available for public and decision-maker review prior to any permitting decisions.

01-8

+ Burrowing Owl Avoidance Plan: MM-BI0-8 requires preparation of a Burrowing Owl
(BUOW) Avoidance Plan only if the recommended buffers from the 2012 California
Department of Fish and Game (CDFG) Staff Report cannot feasibly be maintained.
However, given that it is not yet known whether adequate buffers can be established,
this plan should be prepared now as a contingency and included in the SEIR for public 01-9
review. Additionally, the measure as written does not require COPW review and
approval of the plan. Given that buffer reductions would directly affect a species
under COFW jurizdiction, the plan should require CDPW concurmence, particularly
where buffers may be limited or infeasible.

+ Burrowing Owl Habitat Management Plan and Property Analysis Record: MM-
BIO-8 requires preparation of a long-term habitat management plan and a Property
Analysis Record (PAR) or PAR-like analysizs for compensatory mitigation lands. 01-10
Although Defenders recommends that permittee-responsible mitigation should not

Defendars of Wildlife | 3
Grace Solar Energy Center
SCH 2025010194

Page 3 of 7 in Comment Letter 01
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be allowable, If it is nonetheless allowed, these plans must be completed and 01-10
included in the Final SEIR. Cont.

The intent of CEQA is to fully inform the public and decision-makers of potential
environmental impacts and to allow for meaningful review and comment during the
environmental review process. Deferring the development of these plans until after
certification of the EIR undermines this intent, as it prevents the public from evaluating the 01-11
adequacy of proposed avoidance, minimization and mitigation measures. We request that
the Finmal SEIR include fully developed versions of all plans identified above, othenwise the
EIR fails to comply with CEQA's requirements for enforceable and effective mitigation.

Burrowing Owl Buffers

MM-BIO-B requires establishment of no-disturbance buffers around potentially eccupied
BUOW burrows based an the level of disturbance as directed in the 2012 CDFG Staff Report®
or the most current CDFW guidelines. However, the measure fails to clearly identify the
specific buffer distances applicable under varying conditions of disturbance level and time
of year. Without this specificity, the measure is not enforceable and does not provide the
public or decision-makers with sufficient information to evaluate whether impacts to BUOW
would be reduced to a less-than-significant level.

We recommend the Final SEIR incorporate the following buffer distances into MM-BIO-E,
consistent with the 2012 CDFG Staff Report.

Table 1: Burrowing Owl Avoidance Buffers

. ) Level of Disturbance
Location Time of Year Cow Med High 01-12
Mesting Sites | April 1 =Aug 15 200 meters 500 meters 500 meters
Mesting Sites | Aug 16=0ct 15 200 meters 200 meters 500 meters

Mesting Sites | Oct 16 = Mar 31 50 meaters 100 meters 500 meters

Furthermore, as previously mentioned, MM-BIO-B states that if the recommended buffers
cannot feasibly be maintained, the Applicant may prepare a Burrowing Owl Avoidance Plan
that allows for buffer reductions as determined by the Designated Biologist or Authorized
Biologist based on site conditions. This provision is inadequate as written. Buffer reductions
represent a significant departure from established protective standards and should not be
made unilaterally by a project-affiliated biologist. We recommend that any reduction in
buffer distance oceur only with prior written approval from CDFW. The Final SEIR should
revise MM-BID-8 to reflect these requirements and ensure that buffer reductions are not
treated as a routine administrative determination but rather as a formal decision requiring
agency concurrence.

1 Califorria Department of Fish and Garme. 2012 Stadf Repart o Burmavwing Owd Mitigation.

Defendears of Wildlife | 4
Grace Solar Energy Center
SCH 2025010194
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Compensatory Mitigation and Replacement Burrows

MM=BIO-B provides compensatory mitigation ratios for BUOW habitat loss but does not
adequately address the requirement for replacement burrows. The mitigation measure
should be revised to explicitly require the installation of artificial burrows for all sccupiad
and satellite burrows permanently impacted by project activities.

The 2012 CDFW Staff Report on Burrowing Owl Mitigation® provides clear guidance on the
necessity of burrow replacement as a component of compensatory mitigation. The Staff
Report states that mitigation for permanent impacts must address the loss of nesting,
occupied and satellite burrows, and that habitat replacement must account for the number
of burrows impacted. The Final SEIR should revise MM-BIO=-8 to require the following:

For each occupied, satellite or nesting burrow permaneantly impacted by project activities,
a minimum of one artificial burrow shall be installed at an approved mitigation site at a 1:1
replacement ratio. Artificial burrow placement shall take into account proximity to the
impacted burrow, as research indicates that evicted BUOWS are most likely to use artificial
burrows located within approximately 50 to 100 meters of the natural burrow and that
locating replacement burrows more than 100 meters from the eviction burrow may greatly
reduce the probability of use.

01-13

Artificial burrows shall be maintained on regular basis for the life of the project, consistent
with the Staff Report's finding that all artificial burrows require regular cleaning and
maintenance to remain functional. A qualified biologist shall oversee installation,
monitoring and maintenance of all artificial burrows, and annual reports documenting
burrow condition and burrowing owl use shall be submitted to COFW.

Shade Structures

MM-BIO-9 requires maintenance of shade structures for DT for only 2 years following
completion of the perimeter fence; however, this timeframe is insufficient. Shade structures
shall be maintained for the operational lifetime of the project. DTs may encounter and pace
along perimeter fencing at any time during the life of the facility, not solely during the initial
post-construction period, as individuals traversing the landscape may encounter the fence
years or decades after installation. Pacing behavior exposes DT to prolonged direct sun
exposure. Given the extreme ambient temperatures commaon to desert solar project sites, 01-14
this behavior can rapidly lead to death. Shade structures provide criticalthermal refugia that
can prevent mortality in these circumstances. Because the risk of DT-fence encounters is
ongoing and not time-limited, restricting shade structure maintenance to a 2-year window
fails to address the full duration of potential impacts. Accordingly, shade structures must
be inspected, repaired and maintained in functional condition throughout the life of the
project, consistent with the project's obligations to minimize take.

* lid.

Defenders of Wildlite | 5
Grace Solar Energy Center
SCH 20250101854
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Permittee-Responsible Mitigation

MM-BIO-B allows the Applicant to satisfy compensatory mitigation through permittee-
responsible mitigation for BUOW, including fee title acquisition and long-term management
of off-site habitat compensation lands. This approach is inadequate as written and should
be revised. It is unclear whether the intent of MM-BIO-8 is for the developer to acquire the
compensatory mitigation lands or to manage them in lieu of a qualified entity under
California Civil Code § 815.3. A developer should not be permitted to hold or manage
mitigation lands, as they must be managed in perpetuity by a gualified conservation
organization as defined by California Civil Code & 815.3. We request the measure be revised
to clarify that the permittes shall be responsible for acquiring compensatory mitigation
lands but shall not manage or hold those lands. 01-15

Permittee-responsible mitigation places long-term conservation obligations on an entity
whose primary mission is energy production, not habitat management. Should the project
change ownership or cease operations, continuity of land management and endowmant
funding cannot be guaranteed. Defenders recommends MM-BIO-8 be revized to lmit
compensatory mitigation to: (1) purchase of credits from a COFW-approved conservation
bank, or (2) where bank credits are unavailable, a conservation easement held by a qualified
organization under § 815.3, subject to COFW approval. In either case, the permittee shall
fund and acquire the mitigation but shall not serve as holder or manager of the mitigation
lands.

Desert Kit Fox and American Badger Buffers

MM-BIO=11 allows the Designated Biologist to reduce, expand or temporarily modify
exclusion buffers around desert kit fox and American badger dens to allow certain low-
impact activities without adversely affecting the den. However, any reduction in buffer size
should not be made unilaterally by a project-affiliated biologist. Buffer reductions represent
a significant departure from established protective standards for sensitive species under 01-18
CDFW's jurisdiction, and any reduction below the initially established buffer distance
should require prior written concurrence from CDFW. We recommend MM-BIO-11 be
revised to specify that while the Designated Biologist may recommend buffer modifications,
reductions in buffer size shall only be implemented with COPW approval.

Site Retirement and Permanent Land Use Conversion

The SEIR states that at the end of the project’s useful life, the Applicant would
decommission the facilities and reclaim the area per applicable regulations in effect at the
time of decommissioning. This framing understates the likelihood that the project site will
remain in industrial energy use well beyond the project's initially anticipated lifespan.
California and the United States have and will continue to have an ever-growing demand for 01-17
renewable energy for the electrification of the residential, commercial, industrial,
transportation and data processing sectors. Generation and storage projects will be in
demand far into the future and can reasonably be expected to be repowered with newer
technologies. That, coupled with the significant interconnection infrastructure investment W

Defenders of Wildlife | 6
Grace Solar Energy Center
SCH 2025010154
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at the site, virtually guarantees that the project site will remain in some form of guasi- A
industrial use indefinitely. The SEIR's analysis must recognize the likelinood of the
permanent nature of this land use conversion and base the impact analysis accordingly,
rather than treating decommissioning and full site restoration as reasonably foresesable, 01-17
Impacts to biological resources, wildlife movement and sensitive habitat should be Cant.
evaluated under the assumption that the site may never be fully restored to pre-project
conditiens, and mitigation measures should be designed and funded with that permanence
in mind. 4

Conclusion

Thank you once again for the opportunity to provide comments on the SEIR for the proposed
Grace Solar Energy Center and for congidering our comments. Defenders looks forward to
reviewing the Final SEIR for the Project and requests to be notified when it is available.
Please feel free to contact me with any questions.

01-18

Respectfully submitted,

Sophia Markowska

Senior California Representative

SMarkowska@defenders.org
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Response to Comment Letter O1

Defenders of Wildlife
Sophia Markowska
Senior California Representative
April 6, 2026

The comment provides introductory information about the Defenders of Wildlife organization and
does not specifically raise an issue pertinent to the content or adequacy of the Draft SEIR.

The comment provides a summary of the Project and location and does not specifically raise an
issue pertinent to the content or adequacy of the Draft SEIR.

The comment is an introductory statement to the comments that follow and does not specifically
raise an issue pertinent to the content or adequacy of the Draft SEIR. See responses to comments
01-4 through 01-17.

The comment restates the Project objectives and states appreciation for the prioritization of
minimizing environmental impacts and land disturbance. This comment does not specifically
raise an issue pertinent to the content or adequacy of the Draft SEIR.

The comment states that desert tortoise survey data used in the Draft SEIR may be outdated under
USFWS guidance and that the Draft SEIR does not document consultation with USFWS regarding
survey adequacy. The commenter also notes that pre-construction clearance surveys do not
replace protocol level presence/absence surveys and recommends USFWS consultation or new
protocol-level surveys prior to Project approval.

As described in Section 3.5.2 the Draft SEIR and noted in the comment, protocol surveys for desert
tortoise were conducted for the Project in 2022 and 2024 as well as non-protocol desert tortoise
surveys in 2024. Also as described in the Draft SEIR, no live desert tortoise individuals or active
sign were detected during any protocol or non-protocol surveys in the Project study area, and
desert tortoise has not been detected incidentally during any of the other surveys conducted from
2019 through 2025 for the Project. No class 1 or class 2 burrows were recorded and only a single
class 3 (inactive and degraded) burrow has been recorded in the Project study area. Further, as
noted in Section 3.5.2 the Draft SEIR, the Project study area has a very low to low desert tortoise
probability of occupancy (values of 0.0 to 0.3) based on the United States Geologic Survey species
model used in the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Desert Renewable Energy Conservation
Plan (DRECP). The BLM DRECP maps the site as a “No Survey Area” and “Clearance Survey Only
Area” for desert tortoise (DRECP LUPA Appendix D; Figure D-17), but regardless, the Project
conducted multiple years of protocol surveys for desert tortoise with negative results. MM-BIO-9
includes multiple actions that will be employed to protect desert tortoise, including pre-
construction surveys to ensure that no desert tortoise are present within the direct disturbance
area of the Project. Additionally, Phase 2, BESS and Arlington Collocation, is primarily located on
BLM-administered land and is subject to environmental review by the BLM under the National
Environmental Policy Act and consultation with United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS)
under Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act. Section 7 consultation between the BLM and
USFWS is currently ongoing. Phase 2 primarily falls under the USFWS Programmatic Biological
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Opinion issued as part of the DRECP. However, the private land components of Phase 2, which
includes the BESS, require a Biological Assessment. The Biological Assessment will be provided to
the BLM for use in ongoing consultation with USFWS.

The comment states that the Draft SEIR defers the development of several key biological
management plans to future consultation, which is inconsistent with CEQA requirements.

The preparation of plans is not inconsistent with CEQA as the plans do not determine whether
mitigation would occur; rather, the plans specify the detailed avoidance, minimization, and
protection actions that would be implemented. The mitigation measures that call for these
resource management plans identify the content and performance measures that would be
adhered to as part of their implementation. Further, Riverside County and applicable resource
agencies would review and approve each plan prior to construction, and this review and approval
process is fully enforceable through the Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program (MMRP) as
part of the SEIR. Biological monitors will be onsite during all applicable construction activities to
oversee the implementation of all resource management plans. Accordingly, the mitigation
measures do not consist of improper deferral of mitigation and no changes to the SEIR are
required.

The comment states that MM-BIO-5 should require that the Integrated Weed Management Plan
be provided to California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) for review and approval because
invasive weed encroachment poses a significant risk to sensitive biological resources regardless of
land ownership.

The comment is noted. MM-BIO-5 already requires preparation and implementation of an
Integrated Weed Management Plan to prevent the introduction and spread of invasive plants and
to protect sensitive biological resources. In accordance with MM-BIO-5, the Integrated Weed
Management Plan would be reviewed and approved by the BLM and County as applicable.
Further, implementation of the Integrated Weed Management Plan would occur on both private
and BLM-administered land as applicable. The measure is enforceable through County oversight
and applicable permit conditions. Review and approval by CDFW is not required to ensure
effectiveness of the mitigation. The County, as Lead Agency, retains authority to ensure
compliance with adopted mitigation measures under CEQA. Additionally, CDFW will have the
opportunity to review relevant project permits and management measures through separate
regulatory processes, including the Lake and Streambed Alteration Agreement currently in
development with CDFW for the Project. Therefore, no change to MM-BIO-5 is required.

The comment states that the Bird and Bat Conservation Strategy as required by MM-BIO-7, and
raven management information as required by MM-BIO-10, should be completed and made
available for public and decision maker review prior to permitting.

In accordance with MM-BIO-7, the Bird and Bat Conservation Strategy (BBCS), including the raven
management information required by MM-BIO-10, will be reviewed and approved by the County
biologist prior to the start of construction, and prior to any permit issuance. Furthermore, a draft
of the BBCS is currently in development and will serve as one of the post-certification deliverables
as required by the SEIR MMRP. As mentioned, preparation and agency review of the plans prior to
construction is fully enforceable through the MMRP and the Project applicant is responsible for
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implementation of the plan. Accordingly, the BBCS and raven management information do not
need to be included for public review and no changes to the SEIR are required.

The comment states that the Burrowing Owl Avoidance Plan identified in MM-BIO-8, should be
prepared now as contingency and included in the Draft SEIR for public review. The comment also
states that the plan should be required to obtain CDFW concurrence, specifically where buffer
reductions may occur.

The draft Burrowing Owl Avoidance Plan is currently being drafted and will be reviewed and
approved by the County of Riverside biologist prior to the start of construction and any permit
issuance. As mentioned, preparation and agency review of the plans prior to construction is fully
enforceable through the SEIR MMRP and the Project applicant is responsible for implementation
of the plan. Accordingly, the Burrowing Owl Avoidance Plan does not need to be included for public
review. Further, in accordance with MM-BIO-8, a Designated/ Authorized Biologist (i.e., an agency
approved biologist) may advise on appropriate buffer distances, but only in the event that it does
not result in “take” as defined by CDFW (i.e., hunt, pursue, catch, capture, or kill or attempt to do
so). Per MM-BIO-1, the Designated Biologist is responsible for communicating regularly with
representatives of lead and permitting agencies, as appropriate. This would include
communicating with CDFW prior to any implementation of the Burrowing Owl Avoidance Plan.
MM-BIO-1 also states that the Designated Biologist will halt any activities should they cause any
unauthorized adverse impacts to species within the Project site. As such, no changes to the SEIR
are required.

The comment states that if permittee-responsible mitigation is allowed, the Burrowing owl Habitat
Management Plan and Property Analysis Record required by MM-BIO-8 be completed and
included in the Final SEIR.

Please see Response to Comment O1-6.

The comment states that deferring the development of biological management plans until after
the SEIR is certified undermines CEQA’s intent for meaningful public review and enforceable
mitigation. The comment requests that the Final SEIR include fully developed versions of the
identified plans.

Please see Response to Comment O1-6.

The comment states that MM-BIO-8 fails to specify burrowing owl buffer distances that are
enforceable and provide enough detail to determine if the mitigation would reduce impacts to less
than significant. The comment recommends that MM-BIO-8 be revised to incorporate explicit
buffers consistent with the 2012 California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG) Staff Report and
that written approval from CDFW be obtained prior to any buffer reductions. The comment states
that without this specificity, the measure is not enforceable and does not provide the public or
decision-makers with sufficient information to evaluate whether impacts to BUOW would be
reduced to a less-than-significant level.

MM-BIO-8 states that, “buffers shall be established based on the level of disturbance as directed
in the 2012 CDFG Staff Report or in accordance with the most current CDFW guidelines.” The 2012
CDFG Staff Report is a public document, and as such is available for public review. Therefore, the
measure is specific and enforceable as written, while providing contingencies should CDFW
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guidelines related to burrowing owl avoidance buffers be amended at the time of implementation
of this measure. As such, no changes to the SEIR are required.

The comment states that MM-BIO-8 does not adequately address replacement burrows and
should be revised to require installation, maintenance, and monitoring of artificial burrows at a
minimum 1:1 replacement ratio for all occupied, nesting, or satellite burrows permanently
impacted by Project activities, consistent with the 2012 CDFW Staff Report on Burrowing Owl
Mitigation.

The 2012 CDFW Staff Report on Burrowing Owl Mitigation states that permanent impacts to
nesting, occupied and satellite burrows and burrowing owl habitat should be mitigated with a)
permanent conservation of similar vegetation communities and b) sufficiently large acreage, and
presence of fossorial mammals. The 2012 CDFW Staff Report does not state that installation of
artificial burrows is required unless circumstances exist within mitigation sites that preclude the
site from supporting fossorial mammals that create natural dynamic burrow systems. MM-BIO-8
provides specific compensatory mitigation ratios per the California Burrowing Owl Survey
Consortium’s 1993 Burrowing Owl Survey Protocol and Mitigation Guidelines (1993), which
stipulates that compensatory habitat must be suitable. Therefore, the mitigation measure
adequately addresses mitigation for potential impacts to burrowing owl, and no changes to the
SEIR are required.

The comment states that the two-year maintenance period for desert tortoise shade structures
identified in MM-BIO-9 is insufficient and that shade structures should be inspected, repaired, and
maintained in the functional condition for the operational life of the Project to minimize take.

MM-BIO-9 requires that shade structures be installed where tortoises may encounter newly
installed fencing and requires 2 years of maintenance. While the fence is not necessarily new after
2 years, the Project has a dedicated operations and maintenance team that will be regularly
inspecting the desert tortoise fence, which includes the shade structures, on a regular basis.
Therefore, while not required, these inspection and maintenance activities would be performed
as part of regular Project operations despite only being necessary for 2 years as identified in MM-
BIO-9. Therefore, no changes to the SEIR are required.

The comment states that the permittee-responsible mitigation for burrowing owl identified in
MM-BIO-8 is inadequate and specifies that the developer should not hold or manage the
mitigation land. The comment requests that MM-BIO-8 be revised to require the permittee to
acquire and fund mitigation lands, either from a CDFW-approved conservation bank or through a
conservation easement held by a CDFW-approved organization.

The Compensatory Mitigation section of MM-BIO-8 provides two methods of potential mitigation
for impacts to burrowing owl, including: a) purchasing credits at a CDFW-approved
conservation/mitigation bank and b) Permittee-Responsible Mitigation, or a combination of both
methods. MM-BIO-8 clearly states that should Permittee-Responsible Mitigation be utilized to
mitigate impacts to burrowing owl, a non-wasting endowment shall be established to manage the
lands in perpetuity, and that a qualified entity, not the developer, would serve as a long-term
manager of the lands. As such, no changes to the SEIR are required.

The comment recommends that MM-BIO-11 be revised to require prior written CDFW approval

for any reduction of desert kit fox or American badger exclusion buffers, rather than allowing
buffer reductions by a Project-affiliated biologist without approval.
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In accordance with MM-BIO-11, only the agency approved Designated Biologist would have the
ability to reduce buffers and this individual would be responsible for communicating regularly with
representatives of lead and permitting agencies, as appropriate. This would include
communicating with CDFW prior to any reduction to buffers around desert kit fox or American
badger dens. MM-BIO-1 also states that the Designated Biologist will halt any activities should they
cause any unauthorized adverse impacts to species within the Project site. In addition, regular
monitoring and compliance reports will be prepared and submitted to the agencies. Therefore,
there would be adequate coordination with necessary agencies regarding the Project and no
changes to the SEIR are required.

The comment states that the Draft SEIR understates the likelihood of permanent land use
conversion to industrial use and because of the permanent conversion, should evaluate biological
resource impacts and mitigation assuming the Project site would never be fully restored to pre-
project conditions.

The Draft SEIR analyzes the Project as proposed, which includes decommissioning and reclamation
per applicable regulations. The County typically requires the applicant to provide a site
remediation bond to ensure the cost of material removal and site restoration is covered. This
ensures that the Project would be adequately restored at the end of the Project’s life, per County
standards. Further, analyzing impacts as if the Project would remain permanently industrial would
be speculative and inconsistent with CEQA. Upon decommissioning and reclamation, the Project
site would be available for other uses, as allowed by the County and BLM. The commenter does
not provide substantial evidence documenting that the Project would not adhere to restoration
requirements or that the County or BLM would allow the site to remain industrial after the Project
lifespan. Additionally, contrary to the comment’s assertion, the Draft SEIR analyzes both
temporary and permanent impacts when necessary and provides mitigation accordingly. For
example, the Project includes MM-BIO-13, which requires compensation for permanent
disturbance to riparian and other sensitive vegetation communities when permanent impacts
cannot be fully avoided or reduced through other measures. While the Project assumes restoration
after decommissioning, compensatory mitigation is identified for permanent biological impacts
that may not be reversible onsite.

The comment expresses gratitude for the opportunity to provide feedback and consideration of
the comments, and requests notification of the Final SEIR when available. The response to
comments and Final SEIR will be provided to public agency commentors and responsible agencies
per CEQA Guidelines.
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