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October 11, 2011 
 
 
Ms. Erin M. McCarthy VIA EMAIL 
Recovery Permit Coordinator erin_mccarthy@fws.gov 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
6010 Hidden Valley Road, Suite 101 
Carlsbad, California 92011 

Subject:  Results of Focused Presence/Absence Surveys for Arroyo Toad for the Big Tujunga 
Reservoir Sediment Removal Project, Los Angeles County, California 

Dear Ms. McCarthy: 

This Letter Report presents the results of focused diurnal and nocturnal surveys to determine 
the presence or absence of the arroyo toad (Anaxyrus californicus) upstream of the Big Tujunga 
Reservoir for the Big Tujunga Reservoir Sediment Removal Project. 

Survey Area 

The survey area for these focused surveys consists of Big Tujunga Creek extending 
approximately two river miles upstream of Big Tujunga Dam. The study area is located in 
Big Tujunga Canyon on the southern edge of the San Gabriel Mountains, within the Angeles 
National Forest (ANF) (Exhibit 1). It is represented on the U.S. Geological Survey’s (USGS’) 
Condor Peak 7.5-minute topographic quadrangle at Township 3 North, Range 12 West, 
within Sections 29, 31, and 32 (Exhibit 2). Topography in the survey area consists of sheer cliffs 
and steep slopes to the canyon bottom, with elevations ranging from approximately 2,150 to 
3,400 feet above mean sea level (msl). The survey area consists of open space. 

Survey Area Conditions 

Big Tujunga Creek travels roughly west, and several tributaries from the north and south join it 
as it flows to Big Tujunga Reservoir. Big Tujunga Canyon is characterized by very steep slopes, 
shallow soils, and watercourses contained within bedrock channels. Erosion has deposited 
alluvium (including boulders, cobbles, gravels, and coarse to fine sandy soils) within the stream 
course. Topography is irregular, and stream grade and flow velocity range across a moderate 
spectrum. Stream morphology includes portions with narrow, incised, fast-moving streams with 
plunge pools; wider, slow-moving streams; and a relatively broad alluvial wash with multiple 
meanders where the creek flows into the reservoir. Representative photographs of the study 
area are provided in Attachment A. 

Vegetation within the survey area consists mainly of willow riparian forest dominated by arroyo 
willow (Salix lasiolepis) and red willow (Salix laevigata); however, 
in some areas it is co-dominated by white alder (Alnus 
rhombifolia) and Fremont cottonwood (Populus fremontii ssp. 
fremontii). Other common species  
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present include mule fat (Baccharis salicifolia), nettle (Urtica dioica), and mugwort 
(Artemisia douglasiana). In upland areas, coast live oaks (Quercus agrifolia) and western 
sycamores (Platanus racemosa) are also present. In less mature/more recently disturbed areas 
within the wash, southern riparian scrub is present, dominated by mule fat, arroyo willow, and 
red willow. 

In alluvial terraces and slopes above the main stream course, alluvial scrub and chaparral are 
present, dominated by scale-broom (Lepidospartum squamatum); other common species 
include thick-leaf yerba santa (Eriodictyon crassifolium), California buckwheat 
(Eriogonum fasciculatum), Our Lord’s candle (Yucca whipplei), black sage (Salvia mellifera), 
deerweed (Acmispon glaber [Lotus scoparius]), and laurel sumac (Malosma laurina). Portions of 
the survey area burned in the 2009 Station Fire. Many of the burned trees and shrubs are 
resprouting from the base. Poodledog bush (Turricula parryi), a fire-following species, is 
widespread throughout the survey area.  

Background Information 

The arroyo toad was listed as a federally Endangered species by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
(USFWS) on December 16, 1994, and is considered a California Species of Special Concern 
(USFWS 1994; CDFG 2011). At the time of listing, the arroyo toad (Anaxyrus californicus) was 
considered a subspecies of southwestern arroyo toad (Bufo microscaphus) until genetic studies 
(Gergus 1998) separated the arroyo toad (B. californicus) from the Arizona toad (B. microscaphus). 
Recent research (Frost et al. 2006) places both species in the genus Anaxyrus. 

The arroyo toad is stocky and uniformly warty, with a light-colored stripe across the 
head between and including the eyelids. The parotid glands are oval-shaped, widely separated, 
and pale toward the front. The underside of the arroyo toad is usually buff-colored and 
unspotted, and the cranial crests are absent or weak. Reproductive adult toads typically range 
from 2 to 2.6 inches snout-vent length (svl) for males and 2.6 to 3.1 inches for females 
(Sweet 1992, 1993). Tadpoles reach an average maximum length of 1.3 inches (maximum 
of 1.6 inches) and are black in coloration at hatching, developing tan dorsum and crossbars on 
the tail and an opaque, white venter before metamorphosing (Sweet 1992). 

Early descriptions of the habitat requirements for the arroyo toad are based on detailed life 
history studies conducted over a period of years by Dr. Samuel Sweet (1992, 1993). Much of 
that work was conducted in the Los Padres National Forest in Santa Barbara County. 
Subsequent to this work, additional studies of populations in other portions of the range have 
resulted in a somewhat broader habitat description (e.g., Griffin et al. 1999; Ramirez 1999, 
2000, 2001, 2002a, 2002b, 2002c). It can generally be said that the arroyo toad frequents third 
order washes, streams, and arroyos in semiarid parts of the southwest. Stream substrates 
range from sands to small cobble, with sandy banks supporting mule fat, willows (Salix spp.), 
cottonwoods (Populus spp.), and/or sycamores. The arroyo toad breeds both within streams 
and in small backwater pools that form along the stream margins, usually in relatively shallow 
water (ten centimeters or four inches) with sand or gravel substrate. 

Arroyo toads are nocturnal and will move extensively in upland habitats and seasonally. Adult 
males will sometimes travel 1.2 to 1.9 miles along a stream coarse, often becoming more 
sedentary once reaching a large size (Sweet 1992). Females are more sedentary, typically 
maintaining an area of movement less than 330 feet in diameter (Sweet 1992). Adults feed 
primarily on ants, particularly nocturnal, trail-forming tree ants (Liometopum occidentale), but will 
also consume other invertebrates (Sweet 1992). Tadpoles are substrate gleaners, feeding on 
detritus and microbial mats from just beneath the surface layer of fine sediments or within the 
interstices of gravel deposits (Sweet 1992). 
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During the breeding season, typically from February to July, males will make advertisement 
vocalizations above water from shallow areas along the creek margins. The advertisement call 
is a whistling trill that lasts from 4 to 9 seconds in duration and is audible up to 300 meters 
under ideal conditions (Gergus et al. 1997). Egg strings of 2,000 to 10,000 eggs are deposited 
in shallow water (less than 4 inches in depth) on fine sediment with very low current and hatch 
4 to 6 days later (Sweet 1992). Larval stage length ranges from 65 to 80 days post-hatching 
(Sweet 1992).  

On February 7, 2001, the USFWS published a final rule designating 182,360 acres of land in 
Monterey, Santa Barbara, Ventura, Los Angeles, San Bernardino, Riverside, Orange, and 
San Diego Counties, California as critical habitat for the arroyo toad (USFWS 2001). Following 
the designation of critical habitat, several lawsuits were filed challenging various aspects of 
the designation. In response to these lawsuits, the critical habitat designation was vacated 
and the USFWS was instructed by the court to re-evaluate its previous position. 

On April 13, 2005, the USFWS published a final rule designating 11,695 acres of critical habitat 
for the arroyo toad in portions of Santa Barbara, Ventura, Los Angeles, Riverside, and 
San Bernardino Counties, California (USFWS 2005). The final critical habitat designation 
reflects the exclusion of 13 units totaling 67,584 acres based solely on economic 
considerations. These units are located in Santa Barbara, Ventura, Los Angeles, Orange, 
Riverside, San Bernardino, and San Diego Counties. Portions of two other units in Orange and 
San Diego Counties were excluded from critical habitat based on economic considerations and 
a combination of other factors. All proposed critical habitat in Monterey, Orange, and San Diego 
Counties has been excluded in the final rule. 

Following a challenge of the 2005 critical habitat designation by the Centers for Biological 
Diversity (CBD) on December 19, 2007, a settlement agreement was reached in which the 
USFWS would reconsider the designation and submit a proposed revised critical habitat rule for 
the arroyo toad to the Federal Register by October 1, 2009. The revised critical habitat rule was 
released on February 8, 2011 (USFWS 2011).  

The survey area is within designated critical habitat Unit 7 (Upper Los Angeles River Basin), 
which includes 1,190 acres in the ANF. Unit 7 encompasses (1) approximately 8 miles of upper 
Big Tujunga Creek from immediately above Big Tujunga Reservoir upstream to 1.2 miles above 
the confluence with Alder Creek; (2) approximately 3.7 miles of Mill Creek from the Monte Cristo 
Creek confluence downstream to Big Tujunga Creek; and (3) 1.9 miles of Alder Creek from the 
Mule Fork confluence downstream to Big Tujunga Creek. Unit 7 supports an arroyo toad 
population that is considered important because it occurs at a relatively high elevation 
considered atypical for the species, and it is the only known population remaining in the coastal 
foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains. 

Survey Methodology 

An initial site assessment was conducted by BonTerra Consulting Senior Biologist Sam Stewart 
on March 17, 2011, to determine the extent of potentially suitable habitat for the arroyo toad. 
The site assessment determined that Big Tujunga Creek upstream from the reservoir provides 
potentially suitable habitat for the arroyo toad. In accordance with the arroyo toad protocol 
(USFWS 1999), surveys were conducted in suitable habitat up to 1 kilometer from the project 
limits of disturbance, which includes Big Tujunga Creek from the reservoir to the Fall Creek 
Campground/USFS Road 3N27 approximately one kilometer upstream. Prior to conducting the 
focused surveys, a search of the California Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB) (CDFG 2011) 
and other relevant available documents (Jennings and Hayes 1994; Campbell et al. 1996) was 
conducted to determine if and to what extent the arroyo toad occurs in the project vicinity. 
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Surveys for arroyo toad were conducted by Mr. Stewart and BonTerra Consulting Biologists 
Jason Mintzer and Jonathan Aguayo according to the USFWS-established survey methodology. 
Mr. Stewart was the Principal Investigator and was present during all surveys. Six survey visits 
were conducted between April 20 and June 27, 2011, each including diurnal and nocturnal 
components completed within the same 24-hour period.  

Diurnal surveys were conducted from approximately 3:00 PM until dusk, and nocturnal surveys 
were conducted from one hour after dusk until approximately 1:00 AM. Surveys focused on 
detecting toads by visual identification; listening for the advertising call of adult males; and 
checking potentially suitable breeding habitat for tadpoles and/or eggs. Survey biologists 
scanned pools for eggs, larvae, metamorphs, juveniles, and breeding and/or calling adults in 
potentially suitable breeding locations along the stream, and for foraging individuals in the 
adjacent riparian and upland areas. Surveyors moved in a downstream direction during the 
diurnal surveys, and moved in an upstream direction during the nocturnal surveys. Headlamps 
(Black Diamond Icon – 100 lumens), flashlights (Surefire E2L Outdoorsman - 60 lumens), and 
binoculars (Pentax DCF SP 10x42) were used to visually identify toads, frogs, and their larvae 
detected at night. Nocturnal surveys were conducted during appropriate environmental 
conditions conducive to the activity patterns for the arroyo toad. Generally, these conditions are 
night time temperatures in excess of 50 degrees Fahrenheit (°F) at dusk, with low winds 
(less than 10 miles per hour), and avoiding nights with a full or nearly full moon. Survey dates, 
times, and weather data are shown in Table 1. 

Any arroyo toads detected during surveys were documented in field notes. The following data 
were collected for all arroyo toad observations: (1) time of initial observation; (2) meteorological 
conditions at time of initial observation (including temperature, relative humidity, wind speed, 
and barometric pressure); (3) geographic positioning system (GPS) coordinates; (4) dorsal 
photographs; and (5) snout-vent length as measured utilizing calipers or by placing a scale 
adjacent during the dorsal photograph. 

TABLE 1 
SUMMARY OF ARROYO TOAD SURVEY CONDITIONS 

 

Survey 
Survey 

Date 
Survey 
Type 

Surveying 
Biologists 

Start/End 
Time 

Wind
(miles/hour) 

Temperature 
(°F) 

Relative 
Humidity (%) Cloud 

CoverStart End Start End Start End 

1 4/20/2011 
Diurnal S. Stewart, 

J. Mintzer 
15:45–19:30 2–5 0–1 65 61 40 47 clear 

Nocturnal 20:15–23:45 0–1 calm 61 58 47 52 clear 

2 5/3/2011 
Diurnal S. Stewart, 

J. Mintzer 
15:30–20:00 2–6 1–3 81 75 25 39 clear 

Nocturnal 20:30–00:05 3–5 2–3 67 64 42 43 clear 

3 5/10/2011 
Diurnal S. Stewart, 

J. Mintzer 
14:45–19:50 3–5 1–3 72 64 31 42 clear 

Nocturnal 20:27–00:35 calm calm 56 55 57 70 clear 

4 5/31/2011 
Diurnal S. Stewart, 

J. Mintzer 
15:15–20:00 3–5 0–1 70 64 40 38 10% 

Nocturnal 20:45–01:10 calm calm 59 55 45 55 clear 

5 6/14/2011 
Diurnal S. Stewart, 

J. Mintzer 
15:10–20:15 1–3 2–4 90 80 23 35 clear 

Nocturnal 21:10–01:35 2–3 2–3 75 72 44 41 clear 

6 6/27/2011 
Diurnal S. Stewart, 

J. Aguayo 
15:20–20:15 0–5 1–3 93 82 28 27 clear 

Nocturnal 21:15–01:25 calm calm 74 67 27 17 clear 
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Arroyo Toad Focused Survey Results
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Central portion of survey area facing upstream (April 20, 2011).

Western end of survey area facing downstream toward Big Tujunga Reservoir 
(April 20, 2011).
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Eastern end of survey area facing downstream (June 
14, 2011).

Western end of survey area facing upstream (April 20, 2011). 
Location of May 10 and 31, 2011 arroyo toad observations in 
foreground.



Male arroyo toad photographed beneath the water surface in Big 
Tujunga Creek survey area on June 14, 2011

Male arroyo toad observed in Big Tujunga Creek survey area on 
May 10, 2011

Male arroyo toad observed in Big Tujunga Creek survey area on 
May 31, 2011

Note: These photographs are provided to illustrate the identical pattern and black pigmentation on the dorsum of the toad observed on May 10th, 31st and June 14th 2011, presumed to be the same individual. The variation in 
the overall coloration of the toad is due to physiological activation of chromatophores in the skin to better camouflage the toad against the variable substrate, as well as differences in light and aspect during photography.

Arroyo Toad Photographs Exhibit A-3
Big Tujunga Reservoir Sediment Removal Project

(Rev 10/10/11 JCD) PAS\Projects\CoLADPW\J162\Graphics\Bio\ARTO\ExA-3_photosC.pdf

D
:\P

ro
je

ct
s\

C
oL

A
D

P
W

\J
16

2\
A

R
TO

_R
pt

\G
ra

ph
ic

s\
E

x_
ph

ot
os

C
.a

i



 

 

ATTACHMENT B 

WILDLIFE COMPENDIUM 



Big Tujunga Reservoir Sediment Removal Project 
 

R:\PAS\Projects\CoLADPW\J162\ARTO-Rpt-101111.docx B-1 Attachment B – Wildlife Compendium 

WILDLIFE COMPENDIUM
 

Species
Amphibians

BUFONIDAE - TRUE TOADS
Anaxyrus boreas [Bufo boreas] 
   western toad 
Anaxyrus californicus [Bufo microscaphus californicus] 
   arroyo toad 

HYLIDAE - TREEFROGS
Pseudacris [Hyla] cadaverina 
   California treefrog 
Pseudacris hypochondriaca [Hyla regilla] 
   Baja California treefrog 

Reptiles
PHRYNOSOMATIDAE - ZEBRA-TAILED, FRINGE-TOED, 
SPINY, TREE, SIDE-BLOTCHED, & HORNED LIZARDS 

Sceloporus occidentalis 
   western fence lizard 
Uta stansburiana 
   side-blotched lizard 

SCINCIDAE - SKINKS
Plestidon [Eumeces] skiltonianus 
   western skink 

TEIIDAE - WHIPTAIL LIZARDS
Aspidoscelis [Cnemidophorus] tigris stejnegeri 
   coastal western whiptail 

ANGUIDAE - ALLIGATOR LIZARDS
Elgaria multicarinata 
   southern alligator lizard 

COLUBRIDAE - COLUBRID SNAKES
Thamnophis hammondii 
   two-striped garter snake 

Birds
ANATIDAE - WATERFOWL

Anas platyrhynchos 
   mallard 

PHALACROCORACIDAE - CORMORANTS
Phalacrocorax auritus 
   double-crested cormorant 

ARDEIDAE - HERONS, BITTERNS, & ALLIES
Ardea herodias 
   great blue heron 
Nycticorax nycticorax 
   black-crowned night-heron 

ACCIPITRIDAE - HAWKS, KITES, EAGLES, & ALLIES
Buteo jamaicensis 
   red-tailed hawk 
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Species
FALCONIDAE - FALCONS

Falco sparverius 
   peregrine falcon 
Falco peregrinus 
   peregrine falcon 

COLUMBIDAE - PIGEONS & DOVES
Streptopelia chinensis * 
   spotted dove 
Zenaida macroura 
   mourning dove 

CAPRIMULGIDAE - GOATSUCKERS
Phalaenoptilus nuttallii 
   common poorwill 

APODIDAE - SWIFTS
Aeronautes saxatalis 
   white-throated swift 

TROCHILIDAE - HUMMINGBIRDS
Archilochus alexandri 
   black-chinned hummingbird 
Calypte costae 
   Costa's hummingbird 
Selasphorus sasin 
   Allen's hummingbird 

PICIDAE - WOODPECKERS
Picoides nuttallii 
   Nuttall's woodpecker 
Colaptes auratus 
   northern flicker 

TYRANNIDAE - TYRANT FLYCATCHERS
Contopus sordidulus 
   western wood-pewee 
Empidonax hammondii 
   Hammond's flycatcher 
Empidonax difficilis 
   Pacific-slope flycatcher 
Sayornis nigricans 
   black phoebe 
Myiarchus cinerascens 
   ash-throated flycatcher 

VIREONIDAE - VIREOS
Vireo cassinii 
   Cassin’s vireo 

CORVIDAE - CROWS & JAYS
Aphelocoma californica 
   western scrub-jay 
Corvus brachyrhynchos 
   American crow 
Corvus corax 
   common raven 
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Species
Cyanocitta stelleri 
   steller's jay 

HIRUNDINIDAE - SWALLOWS
Tachycineta thalassina 
   violet-green swallow 
Stelgidopteryx serripennis 
   northern rough-winged swallow 
Petrochelidon pyrrhonota 
   cliff swallow 
Baeolophus inornatus 
   oak titmouse 

TROGLODYTIDAE - WRENS
Salpinctes obsoletus 
   rock wren 
Catherpes mexicanus 
   canyon wren 
Thryomanes bewickii 
   Bewick's wren 

CINCLIDAE - DIPPERS
Cinclus mexicanus 
   American dipper 

PTILOGONATIDAE - SILKY-FLYCATCHERS
Phainopepla nitens 
   phainopepla 

PARULIDAE - WARBLERS 
Oreothlypis [Vermivora] celata 
   orange-crowned warbler 
Dendroica petechia 
   yellow warbler 
Dendroica coronata 
   yellow-rumped warbler 
Dendroica nigrescens 
   black-throated gray warbler 
Wilsonia pusilla 
   Wilson's warbler 

EMBERIZIDAE - SPARROWS & JUNCOS
Pipilo maculatus 
   spotted towhee 
Melozone [Pipilo] crissalis 
   California towhee 
Amphispiza belli 
   sage sparrow 
Melospiza melodia 
   song sparrow 
Junco hyemalis 
   dark-eyed junco 
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Species
CARDINALIDAE - CARDINALS & ALLIES

Pheucticus melanocephalus 
   black-headed grosbeak 
Passerina amoena 
   lazuli bunting 

ICTERIDAE - BLACKBIRDS
Molothrus ater 
   brown-headed cowbird 
Icterus bullockii 
   Bullock's oriole 

FRINGILLIDAE - FINCHES
Carpodacus mexicanus 
   house finch 
Spinus [Carduelis] psaltria 
   lesser goldfinch 
Spinus [Carduelis] lawrencei 
   Lawrence's goldfinch 
Spinus [Carduelis] tristis 
   American goldfinch 

Mammals
MURIDAE - MICE, RATS, & VOLES

Peromyscus maniculatus 
   deer mouse 

CANIDAE - WOLVES & FOXES 
Urocyon cinereoargenteus 
   gray fox 

PROCYONIDAE - RACCOONS
Procyon lotor 
   common raccoon 

MUSTELIDAE - WEASELS, SKUNKS & OTTERS
Mephitis mephitis 
   striped skunk 

CERVIDAE - DEER
Odocoileus hemionus 
   mule deer 
* introduced species 
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