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2.0 Existing Conditions

2.1 Location: The property is located west of Silverado Trail near Meadowood 
Lane, St. Helena, California (APN 025-070-043; S. 29&30 T08N R05W, St. Helena, Calif. 7½‘ 
Topographic Maps). A location map is provided in Figure 1.

2.2 Topography and Drainage: The Matthes property occupies a steep, 
southwest-facing slope northeast of Saint Helena. Elevations range from 600 feet msl 
(mean sea level) in the northeast corner to 320 feet msl along the property’s southern 
boundary. Drainage in the western half of the property is via sheet flow to the Napa 
Valley. Drainage in the eastern half of the property is via an unnamed ephemeral 
tributary to the Napa River. this tributary flows due south through a deep defile until it 
reaches the valley floor and flows west to the Napa River. The topography is shown in 
Figure 1.

2.3 Soils: The property contains the following soil types:

Forward silt loam, 12-57% slopes: 
This strongly sloping to moderately steep soil is on hill slopes. The Forward series 
consists of well drained soils on uplands. These soils formed in material weathered 
from rhyolite. The plant cover is mainly Douglas firs and ponderosa pines. Runoff is 
medium and the hazard of erosion is severe. 

Rock outcrop-Kidd complex, 50-75% slopes:
This complex consists of areas of Rock outcrop and soils on south-facing slopes.
Elevation is 1,000 to 3,000 feet. The areas of Rock outcrop and soils are so 
intermingled that it was not practical to map them separately at the scale used in 
mapping. The soils formed in material weathered from basic igneous rock and 
rhyolite. This complex is about 70 percent Rock outcrop, 25 percent Kidd soils, and 
5 percent Hambright, Boomer, and Forward soils. The Kidd soils are described 
below. Rock outcrop is in areas 1 to 5 acres in size. It consists of basic igneous 
boulders and massive rhyolitic escarpments, stones, and outcrops. Runoff is rapid. 
The hazard of erosion is very high. 

3.0 Aquatic Resources Results

3.1 Waters of the U.S: Waters of the U.S. within the property consist of two 
unnamed ephemeral drainages. No wetlands were delineated. The total area of all 
delineated waters is 0.1484 acre. The delineation results are shown in Table 1.
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TTABLE 1. POSSIBLE AQUATIC RESOURCES WITHIN THE SURVEY AREA

Name  
Cowardin 

CCode 
HGM 
CCode 

Waters 
TType 

Latitude Longitude 
Length 

((ft)    
Width 

((ft) 
Area  

(acres)  

Stream Segments 

IS1 R4 - RPW 38.517624° -122.449268° 1539 4.2 0.1484 

Total Stream Segments: 0.1484  

Total Possible Waters of U.S. WWithin Survey Area 0.1484  
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Potential Impact of Vineyard Development 

 on Grasslands used as Raptor Hunting Habitat  
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Response to Napa County Review Comments for the “--------------  Vineyard” Project 
(2018) 

 
i.  A discussion of the quality and value of potentially suitable foraging habitat for 

special status bird species (particularly special-status raptors) the site’s grasslands 
provide, and an analysis of the potential impacts associated with the loss of foraging 
habitat due to the conversion of grassland to vineyard. As proposed, and in 
conjunction with existing vineyard development, a majority of the grasslands within 
the parcel would be converted to vineyard. 

 
Response:  This is an interesting question that is typically not addressed in the regulatory review 
of agricultural conversions of grassland. Regulatory agencies focus on birds in their “sensitive 
nesting state”, which is interpreted during the review process to focus on the preservation of 
active nests. This avoids the problem of determining that a site needs to be protected because it 
has been visited by a bird with sensitive regulatory status (i.e. a parcel does not become sensitive 
habitat because a bald eagle has visited it). On the other hand, this approach avoids addressing 
the issue of possible cumulative habitat loss of foraging areas. 

Little directly-pertinent research has been conducted to address the effects of grassland 
conversion to vineyards in this region. A number of related studies assessing conversion to 
vineyard habitat have been conducted in the California Central Valley over the past 20 years2. 
However, these focus primarily on winter habitat of specific raptors of interest (northern harrier, 
Swainson’s hawk, and American kestrel). Other, more generalized studies that have been 
conducted in the U.S. mid-west and east3 address comparisons of cropland vs. rangeland. Most 
“knowledge” of this issue is anecdotal and based on intuitive assumptions regarding the value of 
natural vs. manmade habitats. 

Based on a review of research available to us, the impact of converting grasslands to vineyard 
may vary depending on a number of factors. These would include species addressed, season 
(winter vs. nesting habitats), and availability and diversity of surrounding habitats (raptors in 
particular have very large home ranges and foraging habitats are not necessarily correlated to 

2   Swolgaard et al, “Foraging by Swainson’s Hawks in a Vineyard-Dominated Landscape,” Journal of Raptor Research 
2008, 42(3):188-196. 
3  Massey et al, “Habitat Use by Foraging Harriers on Nantucket Island, Massachusetts” 2009 The Wilson Journal of 
Ornithology 121(4): 765-769; 
   Williams et al, “A comparison of Raptor Densities and Habitat use in Kansas Cropland and Rangeland Ecosystems” 
Journal of Raptor Research 2000, 34:203-209. 
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nest proximity4). As an example, osprey commonly use nest platforms miles away from the lakes 
where these fish-eating birds hunt.  

Based on our experience within the region over the past 25+ years, all of the raptors found in 
natural habitats in this region are commonly present around vineyards and are common within 
the Napa Valley (which has undergone very dense conversion to vineyard habitat and has little 
grassland habitat remaining). We do not know if these birds have maintained historic nesting 
habitat but incorporate broader home ranges to include remaining grasslands, or if they have 
modified their diets to focus on small mammals and birds inhabiting vineyards. It seems likely 
that both of these behaviors may occur. It is clear that vineyard operators encourage the 
presence of raptors (particularly owls) through the placement of nest boxes. Apparently, the vine 
height and placement does not discourage the use of vineyards as foraging sites.  

The best response to this lack of knowledge is a quantitative, long-term, institutional study within 
the Napa Valley and or northern wine country in general5. The study should focus on the change 
in prey species available between grassland and vineyard (perhaps a simple comparison of 
regional native grassland species vs. a listing of vineyard “pests”), and a comparison of raptor use 
of vineyard vs. grassland  (for the full spectrum of raptor species in the region). Such a study 
would qualify as basic research that would be beyond the time, effort, and financial resources 
fundable by individual vineyard applicants.  

With all of the above as a caveat, the grasslands available at the western end of the Matthes 
property support the introduced annual grasses and forbs common to grasslands throughout this 
region and are the same as those available to hunting raptors elsewhere in the Napa Valley. 
Without trapping studies, it is assumed that the same cross-section of raptor prey species is 
available here as in other local grasslands.  

The question of whether the conversion of this grassland to vineyard will significantly adversely 
impact local raptors may depend on species, the unique character of the surrounding habitats, 
the availability of prime nesting sites, and whether the affected raptors in this region of intense 
vineyard development have become accustomed to prey available in vineyard habitat. 

 

4  ibid footnote 2 
5 Such studies should be “region specific” due to the significant differences in the amount of agricultural 
development, the cross-section of raptor species, and types of habitat available. For example, the California Central 
Valley maintains extensive tracts of grassland and cropland (a habitat commonly hunted by raptors). The Napa Valley 
has little grassland left and now consists primarily of vineyard and residential development. 




