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1 Introduction

This Updated Staff Assessment, which includes the Final Environmental Impact Report
(EIR), has been prepared following the 60-day public comment period on the Staff
Assessment (including Draft EIR) (TN! 268059). Consistent with California Code of
Regulations, Title 20, Division 2, Chapter 5, Article 4.1, Section 1879(b), this Updated
Staff Assessment includes revisions made to the Staff Assessment in response to
comments and recommendations received on the Staff Assessment that raised
significant environmental issues, to correct typographical errors, or for clarity.

1.1 Contents of the Updated Staff Assessment

Section 2, Response to Comments. This section includes a list of all who submitted
comments during the 60-day public comment period, and responses to comments
raising significant environmental issues.

Section 3, Revisions to the Staff Assessment. This section includes the technical
sections of the Staff Assessment where edits have been made to respond to comments
received that raised significant environmental issues, to correct typographical errors, or
to clarify. Deleted text is shown in strikethrough and new text is shown as bold
underline. Page numbers within each technical section retain the numbering from the
Staff Assessment.

In Staff Assessment Section 9, Compliance Conditions and Compliance
Monitoring Plan, CEC staff added Condition of Certification (COC) COM-16,
Community Benefits Agreement, which requires the project owner to provide progress
reports on the implementation of the community benefits agreement with Friends of El
Mirage (TN 265953), and any additional community benefits agreements. This addition
does not introduce new environmental information into the Staff Assessment.

Section 4, Authors and Reviewers. This section lists the authors and reviewers for
the Updated Staff Assessment.

Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters and Transcript. This appendix includes
bracketed comment letters and transcript (TN 268823) from the public meeting on the
Staff Assessment held on February 5, 2025, that CEC staff responded to in Section 2,
Response to Comments.

1 TN refers to the transaction number for documents filed to the project docket. Documents can be
assessed online at: https://efiling.energy.ca.gov/Lists/DocketLog.aspx?docketnumber=24-OPT-03.
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1.2 Conclusions of the Updated Staff Assessment

Careful review of public comments received on the Staff Assessment did not result in
determinations of any new significant impacts. Any edits that were made were for
clarification purposes and to correct minor errors.

INTRODUCTION
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2 Response to Comments

This section presents responses to the comments received during the 60-day public
review period for the Staff Assessment (December 29, 2025, through February 27,
2026), and includes the disposition of significant environmental issues raised in the
comments, as specified by California Code of Regulations, title 14, section 15088,
subdivision (c). A Notice of Availability of the Draft Environmental Impact Report (Draft
EIR) was sent to the project’s mailing list and posted to the project’s docket. A Notice of
Completion was filed with the Governor’s Office of Land Use and Climate Innovation on
December 29, 2025, that notified state agencies, including responsible and trustee
agencies, of the completion of the Staff Assessment, including the Draft EIR. On
February 5, 2026, CEC staff held a noticed public meeting to accept comments on the
Staff Assessment, including the Draft EIR (TNs 268293, 268294, 268295 [Spanish
language version].) CEC staff received 41 comment letters from agencies, the applicant,
non-governmental organizations and the public, including one joint comment letter with
15 non-governmental organizations signatories, along with eight attachments from the
applicant to the project’s docket. CEC staff also received 24 oral comments during the
Staff Assessment public meeting.

Bracketed comment letters and the transcript for the February 5, 2026, Staff
Assessment public meeting (TN 268823) can be found in Appendix A, Bracketed
Comment Letters and Transcript. Brackets identify text staff responded to. Table
2-1 presents a list of those who have submitted comment letters on the Staff
Assessment during the public comment period. Table 2-2 presents a list of those who
provided oral comments at the February 5, 2026, Staff Assessment public meeting.

Revisions have been made to the Staff Assessment based on the comments received
raising significant environmental issues or associated with clerical and other non-
substantive clarifications. Revisions have also been made to correct typographical errors
or for clarity. CEC staff responses to comments reference the location of the text in the
Staff Assessment that has been revised. Section 3, Revisions to the Staff
Assessment, includes the technical sections that have been edited. Revised text is
shown in strikeeut for deletions of text, and bold and underline for new text.
Changes included in the January 30, 2026, Errata filed to the project docket (TN
268378) are included in this document as regular text. All revisions made to the Staff
Assessment clarify or amplify existing analysis and information or make other
insignificant modifications. No significant new information has been added requiring the
recirculation of the Draft Environmental Impact Report (within the Staff Assessment) as
set forth in California Code of Regulations, title 14, section 15088.5.
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TABLE 2-1 COMMENTS RECEIVED ON STAFF ASSESSMENT

Date

ID Received TN Commenter Affiliation Technical Area
1 2/27/2026 268868 Resolution Environmental Applicant Biological Resources, Worker Safety and
Fire Protection, Soil and Water
2 2/27/2026 268848 Resolution Environmental Applicant Biological Resources
3 2/27/2026 268847 Resolution Environmental Applicant Biological Resources, Soil and Water
4 2/27/2026 268846 Resolution Environmental Applicant Biological Resources, Soil and Water
5 2/27/2026 268845 Resolution Environmental Applicant Biological Resources, Soil and Water
6 2/27/2026 268844 Resolution Environmental Applicant Biological Resources, Water Resources
7 2/27/2026 268867 Resolution Environmental Applicant Biological Resources, Worker Safety and
Fire Protection
8 2/27/2026 268850 Resolution Environmental Applicant Water Resources
9 2/27/2026 268851 Resolution Environmental Applicant Biological Resources
10| 2/23/2026 268762 Greg Bowman, Baker Community Services District Agency Fire Hazard, Biological Resources, Land Use,
Water Resources
11| 2/26/2026 268830 Lynn R. Valbuena, Yuhaaviatam of San Manuel Tribal Biological Resources, Land Use, Visual
Nation Resources, Alternatives, Compliance, Public
Health
12| 2/12/2026 268595 Judith A. Decker, Eastern Kern County Resource Agency Biological Resources
Conservation District
13| 2/25/2026 268801 Edward Lee LaRue, Jr., Desert Tortoise Council Organization | Biological Resources, Soil and Water, Visual
Resources, Land Use, Alternatives,
Compliance, Public Health, Fire Risk,
Hazardous Materials
14| 2/26/2026 268834 Chuck Bell, Mojave Desert Resource Conservation Agency Alternatives, Land Use, Compliance
District
15| 2/26/2026 268820 Laura Cunningham, Western Watersheds Project, Organization | Biological Resources, Visual Resources, Soil

and Kevin Emmerich, Basin and Range Watch

and Water, Land Use, Fire Risk, Hazardous
Materials, Public Health, Alternatives,
Compliance, Transmission Line Safety and
Nuisance
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TABLE 2-1 COMMENTS RECEIVED ON STAFF ASSESSMENT

Date

ID Received TN Commenter Affiliation Technical Area
16 | 2/26/2026 268831 Melanie Branson, Kerncrest Audubon Society Organization Biological Resources, Visual Resources,
Land Use, Alternatives
17| 2/26/2026 268832 Pat Flanagan, Morongo Basin Conservation Organization Air Quality, Soil and Water, Biological
Association Resources, Public Health, Visual Resources,
Alternatives, Land Use
18 | 2/27/2026 268838 Arch McCulloch, Morongo Basin Conservation Organization Biological Resources, Soil and Water, Air
Association Quality, Visual Resources, Land Use,
Alternatives, Public Health, Fire Risk
19| 2/27/2026 268863 Christina Aiello, Wildlands Network Organization Biological Resources, Visual Resources,
Land Use, Alternatives, Compliance
20 | 2/27/2026 268864 Stacy Goss, Desert Survivors Organization Biological Resources, Visual Resources
21| 2/27/2026 268865 Conservation Organizations [Amargosa Organization Biological Resources, Land Use,
Conservancy, Basin and Range Watch, California Alternatives, Visual Resources, Compliance,
Desert Coalition, California Native Plant Society, Public Health
CalWild, Center for Biological Diversity, Conservation
Lands Foundation, Defenders of Wildlife, Desert
Advocacy Media Network, Friends of the Amargosa
Basin, Friends of the Inyo, Mojave Desert Land
Trust, National Parks Conservation Association,
Sierra Club, and Western Watersheds Project]
22 | 2/27/2026 268866 Mason Osgood, National Park Conservation Organization Biological Resources, Visual Resources,
Association Land Use, Alternatives, Compliance
23| 2/27/2026 268870 Brendan Wilce, California Native Plant Society Organization Biological Resources, Land Use,
Alternatives, Visual Resources
24| 1/6/2026 268141 Benjamin Zuckerman Individual Biological Resources, Land Use
25| 2/11/2026 268581 Elizabeth Epstein Individual Biological Resources
26 | 2/23/2026 268759 Elizabeth Roboson Individual Biological Resources, Land Use, Fire Hazard
27 | 2/23/2026 286760 Cody Dolnick Individual Biological Resources, Fire Hazard, Land Use
28 | 2/23/2026 268761 Stephen Denham Individual Biological Resources, Land Use, Fire Hazard
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TABLE 2-1 COMMENTS RECEIVED ON STAFF ASSESSMENT

Date

ID Received TN Commenter Affiliation Technical Area
29 | 2/23/2026 268763 Leor Kaminski Individual Biological Resources
30| 2/23/2026 268764 Teresa Skye Individual Biological Resources, Visual Resources, Soil
and Water, Public Health, Fire Risk,
Hazardous Materials, Alternatives, Land Use
31| 2/23/2026 268765 Lorainne Markoff Individual Biological Resources, Visual Resources, Soil
and Water, Public Health, Fire Risk,
Hazardous Materials, Alternatives, Land Use
32| 2/23/2026 268781 Brian G. Hammer Individual Biological Resources, Soil and Water,
Greenhouse Gases, Visual Resources, Air
Quiality, Alternatives, Public Health
33| 2/24/2026 268782 Frank Harris Individual Alternatives, Land Use
34| 2/24/2026 268783 Julie Cichon Individual Biological Resources
35| 2/24/2026 268784 Mary K. Moore Individual Biological Resources, Visual Resources, Soil
and Water, Public Health, Fire Risk,
Hazardous Materials, Alternatives, Land Use
36 | 2/24/2026 268787 George Silliman Individual Biological Resources, Soil and Water
37| 2/24/2026 268795 Pamela Nelson Individual Biological Resources, Visual Resources, Soil
and Water, Public Health, Fire Risk,
Hazardous Materials, Alternatives, Land Use
38| 2/25/2026 268803 Carol Gerratana Individual Biological Resources, Soil and Water,
Alternatives
39| 2/26/2026 268817 Carole Childs Individual Biological Resources, Visual Resources, Soil
and Water, Public Health, Fire Risk,
Hazardous Materials, Alternatives, Land Use
40 | 2/26/2026 268818 Claire Vaye Watkins Individual Biological Resources
41| 2/26/2026 268819 Judy Branfman Individual Visual Resources, Biological Resources, Soil

and Water, Land Use, Alternatives
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TABLE 2-1 COMMENTS RECEIVED ON STAFF ASSESSMENT

Date

ID Received TN Commenter Affiliation Technical Area
42 | 2/26/2026 268822 Mathieu Federspiel Individual Biological Resources, Visual Resources, Soll
and Water, Public Health, Fire Risk,
Hazardous Materials, Alternatives, Land Use
43 | 2/26/2026 268825 Jeff Griffin Individual Biological Resources, Visual Resources, Soll
and Water, Public Health, Fire Risk,
Hazardous Materials, Alternatives, Land Use
44 | 2/26/2026 268826 Mark Carrington Individual Biological Resources, Visual Resources, Soll
and Water, Public Health, Fire Risk,
Hazardous Materials, Alternatives, Land Use
45| 2/26/2026 268829 Eric Smith Individual Biological Resources, Visual Resources, Soll
and Water, Public Health, Fire Risk,
Hazardous Materials, Alternatives, Land Use
46 | 2/27/2026 268837 Kevin Kingma Individual Biological Resources, Soil and Water, Fire
Risk, Public Health, Visual Resources,
Alternatives, Land Use
47 3/2/2026 268872 William Helmer Individual Visual Resources, Cultural Resources
48 3/2/2026 268873 Judith Baker Individual Visual Resources, Biological Resources, and
Worker Safety and Fire Protection
49 | 3/2/2026 268875 Jared Fuller Individual Visual Resources, Biological Resources, and

Worker Safety and Fire Protection

RESPONSE TO COMMENTS



Soda Mountain Solar Project
Staff Assessment

2.1 Master Response to Comments

A number of comments received on the Draft EIR (within the Staff Assessment) were
similar in nature and expressed similar environmental concerns. Rather than repeat
responses, the themes of recurring comments have been summarized, and common
responses on these topics are provided below. Where necessary, cross-references to
these common responses are provided in response to specific comments. The following
themes have been frequently raised:

1. The proposed project would result in significant and unavoidable impacts to desert
bighorn sheep (BHS). In addition, several commenters contend that the buffers and
other mitigation recommendations presented in the Dr. Aiello and Dr. Epps report
were ignored and those measures should be adopted to preserve BHS habitat and to
ensure use of the proposed California Department of Transportation (Caltrans)
wildlife crossing over Interstate-15 (I-15). In addition, several comments suggest
the proposed 0.25-mile buffer proposed by the CEC is a carryover from an old
report, and the California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) has not
determined an appropriate buffer at this time.

2. The proposed project would result in significant impacts to numerous sensitive
species of wildlife and should not be constructed in this area.

3. The proposed project is not located in a Development Focus Area (DFA) of the
Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan (DRECP).

Master Response 1: Desert Bighorn Sheep Buffer

The CEC received several comment letters that expressed concerns regarding potential
impacts to desert BHS (Ova canadensis nelsoni) habitat and movement. The
commenters indicate the proposed project would result in significant and unavoidable
impacts to the species, and the proposed project could compromise use of the planned
Caltrans wildlife crossing by desert BHS that is planned to be constructed north of the
site over I-15. They also indicate that CEC staff’s proposed 0.25-mile buffer identified in
the proposed BHS Buffer and Relocated Battery Energy Storage System (BESS)
Alternative #2 has not been vetted by the CDFW and would not reduce environmental
impacts to desert BHS to less-than significant levels. They state that industrial-scale
development within roughly 0.62 to 1.24 miles of occupied habitat could cause long-
term avoidance, disrupt movement, and compromise the effectiveness of a planned
wildlife overpass critical for regional connectivity. The commenters indicate the South
Soda Mountains BHS population is already small and vulnerable, and that restricting
movement between the Soda and Cady ranges could increase extinction risk across the
wider metapopulation. Commenters recommend a more protective mitigation package
including a larger buffer, delaying construction until after the wildlife crossing is in use
and studied, and adjusting mitigations based on new data, asserting that these
measures reflect the best available science.

RESPONSE TO COMMENTS
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As described in the “5.2.3 Conclusions and Recommendations” subsection in Section
5.2, Biological Resources, CEC staff concluded that the construction and operation
of the proposed project would result in significant and unavoidable impacts to desert
BHS and would have the potential to disrupt movement or use of habitat of desert BHS
in the region by encroaching on habitat widely used by this species. CEC staff has
recommended that the proposed project not be approved and recommended a reduced
project footprint alternative. The Staff Assessment also evaluated several project
alternatives designed to avoid and minimize impacts on desert BHS. As described in
Section 8, Alternatives, two alternatives incorporated a desert BHS buffer and
relocation of the BESS facility. The BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #1 and
the BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2 were determined by CEC staff to
avoid or substantially lessen potentially significant effects of the proposed project while
achieving the project’s basic objectives. However, due to added ground disturbance and
the additional gen-tie length required to connect the BESS facilities to the proposed on-
site substation as required for the BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #1, the
BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2 was the chosen environmentally superior
alternative that meets the project objectives and substantially reduces or avoids some
of the proposed project’s significant impacts.

As shown in Figure 8-2 in Section 8, Alternatives, BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS
Alternative #2 includes the 0.25-mile setback from the 10 percent slope contour that
defines the lower extent of desert BHS foraging and escape habitat, which helps limit
noise, lighting, and human activity near areas used by desert BHS. As described in
Section 5.2, Biological Resources, this buffer helps preserve ecological connectivity
between the valley floor and the steeper foothill terrain that supports desert BHS
escape and foraging functions.

The 0.25-mile buffer from the 10 percent slope hinge point required in the proposed
alternative was identified in the 2024 CDFW study and adopted for inclusion as the
recommended buffer after ongoing coordination with CDFW during the preparation of
the Staff Assessment. The 0.25-mile distance was not arbitrary nor was it developed to
allow some form of development. The 0.25-mile buffer was determined by CEC staff in
coordination with CDFW to be the minimum buffer that could be used while reducing
impacts to a less than significant level under the California Environmental Quality Act
(CEQA) and avoid take of a Fully Protected species. This buffer includes implementation
of other measures including seasonal limited operating periods, the construction and
placement of water guzzlers at the North Soda Mountain, exclusionary fencing,
construction monitoring, and other measures. The 0.25-mile buffer was not intended to
avoid all potential impacts to desert BHS or their habitat but to mitigate those impacts
to a less than significant level.

As presented in the Aiello and Epps report, telemetry and occurrence data demonstrate
that desert BHS use low elevation areas for intermountain movement and contend the
proposed 0.25-mile buffer from the 10 percent slope hinge point is insufficient to
protect the species foraging and for movement would be lost; however, the Aiello and
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Epps report acknowledge that most of the heavily used habitat identified from predicted
modeling and supported by radio tracked sheep would be avoided. Except for periodic
movement, the proposed project would not block a movement corridor and desert BHS
are currently not known to use the culverts and underpasses beneath I-15 for
movement. However, the environmental analysis already assumed that sheep
movements can occur across valley floors and evaluated potential disturbance and
displacement in lower gradient areas. The additional information provided in the Aiello
and Epps report verifies CEC staff's assumptions about movement in the region. Staff
also notes that while there is evidence that desert BHS will avoid human presence and
other physical structures, this species is known to persist near developed areas in the
Coachella Valley, at stone quarries in the San Bernardino Mountains, and at existing
water pipeline facilities located along the Colorado River Aqueduct. In addition, based
on the Aiello data, desert BHS occupy areas immediately adjacent to I-15 which
corresponds to the planned wildlife crossing. While larger buffers are expected to
reduce or avoid impacts, the larger distances appear more precautionary and rely
heavily on non-BHS studies and the concept that BHS might respond like other
ungulates under certain disturbance regimes. Mule deer and pronghorn species are
open-basin ungulates with different predator avoidance strategies and habitat use than
desert BHS, which are escape-terrain specialists who are strongly tied to rugged slopes.
The 2024 CDFW report chose not to use surrogate ungulates because of variability in
biology and responses between ungulate species.

Construction of the recommended alternative is also not expected to result in adverse
impacts to desert BHS movement between the South Soda Mountain and Cady
Mountains. Desert BHS movement data indicate frequent travel between the Soda and
Cady Mountains, with south Soda Mountains functioning as a key corridor. This area is
south of the project area and separated by small mountain ranges. In addition, the
planned wildlife overpass across I-15 is approximately 2 km (1.24 miles) from the
project and desert BHS using the crossing would not have a direct line of sight of the
project area.

CEC staff did consider the 0.62—-1.24 mile buffer options recommended by the Aiello
and Epps report, which also included delaying construction of the project until the
planned Caltrans wildlife crossing was constructed and conducting further studies to
evaluate if desert BHS are using the crossing prior to authorizing construction of the
proposed Project or Alternatives. CEC staff agrees that the implementation of these
measures would avoid or greatly reduce potential impacts on desert BHS; however,
they would effectively prevent or severely restrict development of the proposed project.
These alternatives were not further analyzed because they are in effect a No Project/No
Build Alternative. The 0.62-mile and 1.24-mile buffer would effectively reduce the size
of the project by approximately 53 and 96 percent, respectively. Delaying construction
of the proposed project, if approved, until the wildlife crossing is constructed and
additional studies of desert BHS are conducted to evaluate the crossing’s effectiveness
would result in a delay of at least two or more years. CEC staff acknowledges and
agrees with the desert BHS experts that larger buffers provide additional precautionary
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benefits and would further reduce the potential risk of minimizing or avoiding use of the
planned wildlife crossing by desert BHS. However, there do not appear to be any
studies that directly demonstrate confirmed avoidance of crossing structures or
adjacent habitat by desert BHS at large scale renewable energy facilities. While CEC
staff agrees that there remain some risks and that residual impacts may occur, the

0.25 mile buffer represents a reasonable, science based avoidance distance that
balances conservation objectives with project feasibility, while still providing a
substantial margin of protection relative to observed BHS tolerance for disturbance.

In addition, the project includes enforceable measures that further reduce risk,
including limited operating periods to avoid peak lambing, construction/maintenance of
guzzlers to support habitat quality and water availability in preserved areas, and
monitoring and adaptive management to verify assumptions and implement additional
avoidance/minimization actions if monitoring indicates unanticipated effects. These
include proposed COC BI0O-24 (BHS Avoidance and Minimization Measures) to avoid
impacts to lambing, creation or funding of five new artificial water sources in
consultation with the United States Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and CDFW, and
funding CDFW to acquire and implement additional radio collaring of desert BHS to
better understand movement in the region should the project be constructed.
Additionally, the COCs BIO-1 (Designated Biologist Selection), BIO-2 (Designated
Biologist Duties), BIO-3 (Designated Monitor Selection), BIO-4 (Designated Biologist
and Biological Monitor Authority), BIO-5 (Worker Environmental Awareness Program
[WEAP]), BIO-6 (Biological Resources Mitigation Implementation and Monitoring Plan),
BIO-7 (General Impact and Avoidance Measures), BIO-8 (Vegetation Management
Plan), and BIO-9 (Integrated Weed Management Plan) would be required to ensure
that any potential disturbance to BHS is minimized. Together, constructing and
operating a facility consistent with BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2 and
incorporating CEC staff’s proposed COCs would ensure that impacts to desert BHS
would be reduced to less than significant.

Master Response 2: Discussion of Impacts to Sensitive Species of Wildlife

Several commenters expressed concerns that the proposed project could result in direct
and indirect impacts to numerous sensitive species including rare plants, Mojave fringe-
toed lizard (Uma scoparia), desert tortoise (Gopherus agassizif), western burrowing owl
(Athene cunicularia hypugaea), desert kit fox (Vulpes macrotis), and other sensitive
wildlife.

CEC staff evaluated impacts on common and sensitive species of plants and wildlife
described by the commenters in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, of the Staff
Assessment. The Staff Assessment adequately evaluated direct, indirect, and
operational effects of the proposed project to these species and recommended 26
separate COCs to reduce those levels to less than significant or meet the fully mitigate
standard for state candidate and listed species where possible. Except for desert BHS
which had significant and unavoidable impacts, all other impacts from the proposed
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project could be reduced to less than significant levels with mitigation. CEC staff did not
recommend the adoption of the proposed project and recommended an alternative that
included a 0.25-mile buffer from the 10 percent hinge point for desert BHS. The
adoption of this alternative would also reduce impacts to all other species. In the Staff
Assessment, species specific mitigation was proposed, developed in coordination with
CDFW, that included conducting pre-construction surveys, avoiding impacts where
feasible, relocating wildlife, implementing non-disturbance buffers, conducting
construction monitoring, and restoring disturbed areas. To mitigate habitat loss and
displacement of sensitive plants and wildlife, CEC staff's recommended COCs also
included the acquisition of off-site mitigation lands.

These included COCs BI1O 1 (Designated Biologist Selection), BIO 2 (Designated
Biologist Duties), BIO 3 (Biological Monitor Selection), BIO 4 (Designated Biologist
and Biological Monitor Authority), BIO-5 (Worker Environmental Awareness Program
(WEAP)), BIO 6 (Biological Resources Mitigation Implementation and Monitoring Plan),
BIO 7 General Impact Avoidance and Minimization Measures), BIO-8 (Vegetation
Management Plan), BIO-9 (Integrated Weed Management Plan), BIO-10 (Invasive
Species Management Plan), BIO 11 (Post BESS Fire Monitoring and Management
Plan), BIO-12 (Special-Status Plant Avoidance and Minimization Measures), BIO-13
(Vegetation Resources Management Plan), BIO-14 (Crotch’s Bumble Bee Impact
Avoidance, Minimization, and Mitigation Measures), BIO-15 (Desert Tortoise Impact
Avoidance, Minimization, and Mitigation Measures), BIO-16 (Habitat Management Land
Acquisition for Desert Tortoise), BIO-17 (Special-Status Reptile Avoidance and
Minimization Measures), BIO-18 (Nesting Bird Avoidance and Minimization Measures),
BIO-19 (Bird and Bat Conservation Plan), BIO-20 Burrowing Owl Impact Avoidance,
Minimization, and Mitigation Measures, BIO-21 (Habitat Management Land Acquisition
for Burrowing Owl), BIO-22 (American Badger and Desert Kit Fox Avoidance and
Minimization Measures), BIO-23 (Mountain Lion and Ringtail Avoidance and
Minimization Measures), BIO-24 (Desert BHS Avoidance and Minimization Measures),
BIO-25 (Lake and Streambed Equivalency Conditions), and BIO-26 (Habitat
Management Land Acquisition for Permanent and Temporary Impacts to State Waters).
Implementation of these measures would reduce impacts to less than significant for the
BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2 and would comport with California
Endangered Species Act (CESA) requirements.

Master Response 3: The Proposed Project is Not Located in a Development
Focus Area (DFA) of the Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan

(DRECP)

Several commenters expressed concerns that the proposed project is not located in a
DFA as designated by DRECP and should not be constructed at this location. The
commenters indicate the project should be constructed elsewhere including developed
or disturbed lands, in industrial areas, and on rooftops.
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CEC staff concurs that the project site is not located in a DFA as designated by the
DRECP. DFAs are prioritized for utility scale renewable energy development and were
selected based on their lower relative biological habitat value, high resource potential
for energy production, and proximity to existing transmission line and other energy
corridors. Staff concurs that locating projects in a DFA or developed areas would likely
result in fewer impacts to sensitive biological and other resources. However, renewable
energy projects are not prohibited outside of a DFA. Projects that are proposed in non-
DFA areas such as the proposed project, are evaluated on a case-by-case basis and
mitigation approaches are based on a project-specific analysis in coordination with
regulatory agencies. CEC staff analyzed the proposed project consistent with this
approach and proposed conditions of certification to reduce project impacts to less than
significant where feasible.

Comment Letter 1 — Resolution Environmental (TN 268868)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 1 (TN 268868)

1-1. The applicant contends the use of proposed precision grading technology identified
in Appendix Z (TN 261587) would reduce permanent ground disturbance therefore
reducing direct, indirect and cumulative impacts to biological resources including desert
tortoise, burrowing owls, and CDFW and state jurisdictional waters.

The Staff Assessment disclosed and acknowledged use of precision grading technology
and the high ground clearance tracker system. Specifically, subsection 5.2.2.2, “Direct
and Indirect Impacts,” in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, stated “To reduce
impacts on native vegetation and allow for preservation of some habitat value in the
solar arrays after construction, the applicant has proposed to use an advanced
technology, terrain-following solar tracker system that minimizes grading under the
solar field (RE 2025cc). During installation of these units, specialized construction
equipment would drive and crush vegetation rather than physically removing the
vegetation. CEC staff agrees that this form of construction is superior to traditional
construction techniques that remove all native vegetation but cautions that while use of
this technology reduces impacts it does not eliminate impacts on soil crusts, native
vegetation, and wildlife. CEC staff also noted that by limiting this disturbance and
retaining some form of intact vegetation, residual habitat for pollinators, reptiles, small
mammals, and ground nesting birds under the solar arrays could be provided. It is
possible that the sensitive natural communities could persist in some locations. Finally,
CEC staff took into account the use of this technology when determining mitigation
ratios for sensitive wildlife. Mitigation ratios for sensitive species, including western
burrowing owl and CDFW and state jurisdictional waters, were lowered compared to
areas where this technology was not utilized on the project site. Therefore, no changes
to the Staff Assessment are necessary.
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1-2. The applicant contends the reduction in on-site grading and associated ground
disturbance would reduce the potential for the project to result in direct, indirect or
cumulative impacts related to water quality standards, waste discharge requirements,
surface and groundwater quality degradation and the alteration of onsite drainage
patterns. See responses to Comment Letter 1-1 for information related to this topic.

1-3. The applicant contends that the mitigation ratios proposed for desert tortoise are
too high and warrant a lower mitigation ratio. The mitigation ratios proposed by CEC
staff to mitigate impacts to desert tortoise were developed in consultation with CDFW
and carefully considered the specific types and locations where permanent and
temporary impacts would occur. The ratios proposed by CEC staff also ensure full
mitigation under CESA which is required when authorizing incidental take. Fish and
Game Code, section 2081(b) requires permittees to minimize and fully mitigate all
impacts of the authorized take, and mitigation must be roughly proportional in extent to
the impact. The rationale for these ratios was identified in the Staff Assessment and
included six separate metrics. These included the location of the project, an evaluation
of existing risk, habitat quality, occupancy data, connectivity, and cumulative impacts.
The mitigation ratio accounts for the initial displacement of desert tortoise during
construction, the replacement of lost habitat that would be located within the fenced
array areas where this species would be excluded, and mitigates for permanent and
temporary impacts to habitat located along the gen-tie which is located within an Area
of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC). CEC staff notes that mitigation requirements
required by the United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) or BLM do not have the
same statutory requirement to fully mitigate impacts compared to CDFW. In addition,
the DRECP does not set desert tortoise mitigation ratios and does not authorize take.
The DRECP establishes land use rules and mitigation measures tied to where
development occurs. As the project site is not located in a DFA, it is subject to
independent review and regulatory requirements. Therefore, no changes to the Staff
Assessment are necessary.

1-4. The applicant contends the mitigation ratios for burrowing owl are too high. The
mitigation ratios proposed by CEC staff to mitigate impacts to western burrowing owl
were developed in consultation with CDFW and carefully considered the specific types
and locations where permanent and temporary impacts would occur. The ratios
proposed by CEC staff also ensure full mitigation under CESA. Fish and Game Code,
section 2081(b) requires permittees to minimize and fully mitigate all impacts of the
authorized take, and mitigation must be roughly proportional in extent to the impact. As
noted in the Staff Assessment, CEC staff developed mitigation metrics to reduce
impacts from the project to less than significant levels and comport with CDFW
requirements to meet the fully mitigated standard required by CESA. The rationale for
these ratios includes an assessment of the current burrowing owl density and use of the
project area (i.e., wintering and during migration with a low to moderate potential for
nesting), existing habitat value of the site, and the ability of portions of the project area
to provide ecological functions after construction. Higher ratios correspond to greater
and irreversible impacts to western burrowing ow! habitat or ecological value. CEC staff
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also considered the USGS study titled Predicting Wildlife and Plant Responses to Solar
Energy Development in the Desert Southwest, United States (Karbon et al., 2024) that
found western burrowing owls may tolerate solar fields to some degree and survive at
low abundance and may persist but not thrive. Therefore, no changes to the Staff
Assessment are necessary.

1-5. The mitigation ratios recommended by CEC staff to address impacts to CDFW
jurisdictional waters and State waters were developed in consultation with CDFW and
are supported by substantial evidence in the record. In establishing these ratios, staff
evaluated the nature, intensity, permanence, and spatial context of the impacts, with
specific consideration of the biological and hydrologic characteristics of Mojave Desert
alluvial systems. The project site occurs on an alluvial plain characterized by numerous
ephemeral drainages that function as an integrated hydrologic network, rather than as
isolated features. In these systems, ecological functions including sediment transport,
nutrient exchange, vegetative recruitment, wildlife movement, and groundwater
recharge are dependent on the broader system even where individual channels appear
small. As described in the Staff Assessment, CEC staff determined that impacts resulting
from the placement of permanent physical structures, including buildings, foundations,
access roads, and detention basins, would result in the complete and permanent loss of
ecological function of affected jurisdictional waters. These impacts eliminate channel
morphology, disrupt surface and subsurface hydrologic connectivity, and preclude the
ability of these features to support riparian and wash dependent biological resources.
Once graded, buried, hardened by rock riprap or concrete foundations, or impacted by
permanent infrastructure, these drainages no longer function as aquatic resources and
are effectively removed from the landscape for the duration of the project. As such,
staff appropriately treated these impacts as full losses of jurisdictional waters
warranting higher mitigation ratios.

CEC staff acknowledges that not all project related disturbances result in the same
degree of functional loss. Accordingly, the mitigation framework differentiates between
permanent impacts and areas that retain limited or partial ecological function such as
areas subject to temporary disturbance or drainages preserved beneath the solar arrays
where upstream flows are maintained. For these areas, staff applied reduced mitigation
ratios, reflecting the reduced degree of functional loss relative to permanently
eliminated features. This tiered approach demonstrates that staff did not apply a

one size fits all ratio, but evaluated impacts on a feature specific and function based
basis, consistent with CDFW practice and CEQA requirements. The applicant’s
comparison to lower mitigation ratios applied on other projects does not justify further
reduction here. A 1:1 mitigation ratio (one acre preserved or restored for each acre
impacted) is widely recognized as insufficient to fully replace lost aquatic resource
functions, particularly in arid landscapes, for several well documented reasons,
including the loss of function, as preserved or restored lands do not immediately
provide equivalent ecological value to impacted waters, uncertainty and risk, including
drought, invasive species, and long term management challenges that may limit
mitigation performance, and functional deficits, where preservation of existing lands
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does not recreate the full suite of hydrologic and biological processes lost at impact
sites. In addition, removing ephemeral stream channels results in the permanent
removal of habitat. As described on page 5.2-96 of the Staff Assessment, direct impacts
include the loss or degradation of vegetation from clearing and grading which involves
grubbing vegetation, scraping, or grading large areas, which removes native shrubs,
perennials, and cryptobiotic crusts that stabilize desert soils. Grading and excavation
destroy or bury native seedbanks beyond viable depths, and the use of heavy
equipment compacts soil, reducing aeration and water infiltration, which are critical for
seed germination. Biological soil crusts play an important and sometimes complex role
in arid ecosystems and these form from the interaction of bacteria, algae, fungi, lichen,
and other organisms with soil particles (Perkins et al. 2018). The loss of delicate
cryptobiotic soil crusts, which retain moisture and nutrients, can take decades to
recover, if at all. Areas within the solar arrays that are proposed for drive and crush
construction techniques would retain vegetation; however, these areas could be subject
to extensive damage due to repeated vehicle traffic which can break stems, uproot
plants, compact soils, and reduce plant survival.

Absent mitigation ratios greater than 1:1, these unavoidable losses would not be fully
offset, resulting in a net loss of State waters, contrary to CEQA’s mitigation standards.
While CEC staff agrees that mitigation ratios appropriately vary by project, the CEC’s
determination regarding the appropriate mitigation ratios is supported by substantial
evidence in the record. The applicant has not identified evidence that undermines that
conclusion or otherwise demonstrates that the permanent impacts associated with this
project would retain sufficient ecological function to warrant lower mitigation ratios. The
examples of other projects cited by the applicant do not describe the type, extent,
permanence, or functional consequences of impacts in those cases, nor do they
establish comparability to the present project site. Under CEQA, unsupported
comparisons to other projects do not constitute evidence sufficient to undermine
mitigation requirements supported by agency expertise and administrative record.
Based on the best available scientific information, consultation with CDFW, and a

site specific evaluation of hydrologic and ecological functions, CEC staff concludes that
the mitigation ratios applied to permanent impacts to CDFW and State jurisdictional
waters are reasonable, proportionate, and necessary to ensure full mitigation of
environmental impacts. Because the applicant has not demonstrated that permanent
impacts would retain meaningful ecological function, nor provided adequate evidence
supporting reduced ratios, no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

1-6. The applicant contends that the habitat functionality under the solar arrays would
not be diminished to a degree warranting habitat replacement or justification for a 1.5:1
mitigation ratio, since the habitat would remain intact to support special-status species
in the project area.

CEC staff disagrees with the applicant that no mitigation would be required under the
arrays should the project be approved for construction. There is ample evidence in the
record that even minor disturbance to desert soils can take decades to recover. Use of
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the terrain-following solar tracker system would still result in soil disturbance from tire
tracks as well as the various other off-road equipment that would be required to
support construction. In addition, numerous construction personnel would disturb soil
and crush vegetation. More importantly, post construction large portions of the project
site would be partially covered by solar arrays and sensitive wildlife include desert
tortoise would not be allowed to persist in the development areas. Although the
applicant provided information pertaining to several solar fields allowing species to re-
enter the sites, two of the larger sites occur in the Carrizo Plain where the primary
species that have returned are giant kangaroo rat (Djpodomys ingens) and San Joaquin
kit fox (Wuilpes macrotis mutica). The other project is a small 80-acre site compared to
the large landscape level scale of this project. In addition, CEC staff considered the
USGS study titled Predicting Wildlife and Plant Responses to Solar Energy Development
in the Desert Southwest, United States (Karbon et al., 2024) that desert tortoise where
found to be avoider species that tend to decline under these circumstances while
western burrowing owls may tolerate solar fields to some degree and survive at low
abundance and may persist but not thrive. Karbon et al (2024) define avoider species
as “species with narrow niches, specialized diets, or habitat needs that tend to decline
under disturbance including desert tortoise.” In addition, CDFW, USFWS, and CEC staff
have recommended preventing desert tortoise from returning to the site post
development to reduce the risk of mortality and the project becoming a source of
mortality for the species (e.g. from vehicle collisions or project activities). Therefore, no
changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

1-7. The applicant contends that the mitigation ratios proposed for rare plants is too
high and should be reduced for other projects that have been approved with a 1:1
mitigation ratio.

Based on a series of botanical surveys conducted at the project site over multiple years,
the Staff Assessment concluded that potential impacts to rare plants were low.
However, CEC staff included COC BIO-12 (Special-Status Plant Avoidance Measures) to
ensure that if rare plants were detected, there was a mechanism to identify and
mitigate potential impacts to those species. Staff considers the 3:1 ratio for state or
federally listed species and a 2:1 ratio for California Rare Plant Rank 1 or 2 species to
be warranted based on their legal status. This rationale aligns with guidance from
CDFW and the California Native Plant Society which emphasize the importance of
evaluating the proportion of individuals affected and the ecological context of the
impact. CEQA requires mitigation for impacts to sensitive plants that are proportional to
the impact but does not require full mitigation for non-listed plants. In addition, COC
BIO-12 provides a reasonable context to protect and/or mitigate cumulative impacts
by protecting and/or mitigating impacts to any other sensitive plant species that may be
found in the project area over time. Therefore, CEC staff do not agree with revising the
proposed mitigation ratios and no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

1-8. Under Item 1.4, the applicant identifies that a private off-site well north of Baker,
California would be used as an alternative or additional water supply, as stated in
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Section 3, Project Description, of the Staff Assessment. Accordingly, CEC staff has
provided additional clarification and analysis in Water Resources,
Geological/Paleontological Resources, and Traffic and Transportation.

Additional analysis regarding the private off-site well water supply has been included in
Section 5.16, Water Resources, of the Staff Assessment. Supplementary
background has been included in subsection 5.16.1, “Environmental Setting.” An
assessment of impacts to the Silver Lake Valley groundwater basin from using the
private off-site well as a water source is included in subsections 5.16.2.2 (b) and (f). In
Section 5.6, Geology, Paleontology, and Minerals, edits have been made to
subsection 5.6.1, “Environmental Setting,” to describe existing conditions for the Silver
Lake Valley groundwater basin and expand descriptions of existing conditions for the
Soda Lake Valley groundwater basin. In subsection 5.6.2.1, edits have been made to
state that CEC staff reviewed groundwater supply and demand analyses that were
conducted for the applicant. In subsection 5.6.2.2, edits have been made to evaluate
potential impacts related to subsidence from potential groundwater pumping in the
Silver Lake Valley groundwater basin. The changes and edits highlighted in subsections
5.6.2.1 and 5.6.2.2 merely clarify, amplify, or make minor modifications to the
information provided in the Staff Assessment.

Section 5.14, Transportation, includes an analysis of all construction-related trips,
which incorporates water truck deliveries. Table 5.14-4 includes 34 trips per day (17
round trips) for water truck deliveries. The local origin of the water source does not
change the analysis, as the assessment of traffic congestion is focused on the I-
15/Rasor Interchange, which included all the water truck deliveries. The vehicle miles
travelled analysis, per state guidelines, evaluated the commute of workers to and from
the site, and therefore, the source of water deliveries is not relevant to this analysis.
Therefore, no modifications are needed to Section 5.14, Transportation, in response
to this comment.

1-9. The applicant has requested that the reference for the CDFW’s 2024 Desert BHS
Study be consistent throughout the Staff Assessment. CEC staff agrees with the
commenter, and this revision has been made in the Staff Assessment.

1-10. The applicant has requested that the COCs eliminate the review and approval of
other agencies, such as the BLM or the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power
(LADWP).

CEC staff first notes that not all COCs are mitigation measures for identified substantial
environmental impacts. Given that this comment does not specify particular COCs that
may qualify as a mitigation measure, this comment does not present a comment on the
disposition of significant environmental issues, as specified by California Code of
Regulations, title 14, Section 15088, subdivision (c), and thus does not require further
response.
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Moreover, Public Resources code section 25545.1, subdivision (b)(1) provides that the
issuance of a certificate for a site and related facility shall be “in lieu of any permit,
certificate, or similar document required by any state, local, or regional agency, or
federal agency to the extent permitted by federal law...." (Emphasis added.) Section
25545.1 further provides that the Opt-In jurisdiction does not extend to certain permits
by other state agencies, including, but not limited to, permits of the applicable Regional
Water Quality Control Board. (Pub. Resources Code, § 25545.1, subd. (b)(2). Thus,
because this project site is on land owned and managed by the BLM, there may be
provisions of federal law precluding the CEC from acting. Moreover, the project includes
components that are outside of the CEC's jurisdiction. These components would be
subject to LADWP’s jurisdiction, so its approval is appropriate.

Nonetheless, where appropriate, CEC staff has modified COCs to show that other
agencies may “review and comment” on the particular item, but that the CPM will retain
ultimate review and approval.

1-11. The applicant contends Los Angeles Department of Water and Power (LADWP)
should be used for global reference rather than the Los Angeles Board of Water and
Power Commissioners that is currently referenced in the Staff Assesment. According to
LADWP:

“Although the Los Angeles Board of Water and Power Commissioners oversees and sets
policy for LADWP, the Soda Mountain Solar Project (SMSP) is proposed to interconnect
to the Marketplace-Adelanto 500kV Transmission Line, which is part of the Mead-
Adelanto Project (MAP)...MAP is jointly owned by multiple Southern California Public
Power Authority (SCPPA) participants and Startrans 10, LLC, with LADWP serving as the
Operating Agent. Accordingly, the approval of the interconnection of the Soda Mountain
Project to the MAP transmission system falls under the MAP jurisdiction which requires
approval from the SCPPA Board and Startrans 10, LLC.”

CEC staff has revised the applicable Staff Assessment sections accordingly. Specifically,
edits have been made in subsection 4.1.1, "Setting,” in Section 4.1, Facility Design;
subsection 4.3.1, “Setting,” in Section 4.3, Transmission System Engineering; and
subsection 5.13.5, “Proposed Conditions of Certification,” in Section 5.13,
Transmission Line Safety and Nuisance, to COC TLSN-1.

1-12. CEC staff reviewed the applicant’s request to edit COC language to state “prior to
the start of construction” rather than “prior to site mobilization and ground disturbance”
or similar terminology. When appropriate, CEC staff has edited the COCs to reflect the
request. Edits have been made in the “Proposed Conditions of Certification”
subsections, specifically subsection 4.3.6 in Section 4.3, Transmission System
Engineering, to COCs TSE-1 and TSE-2; subsection 5.1.5 in Section 5.1, Air
Quality, to COCs AQ-SC1 and AQ-SC2; subsection 5.9.5 in Section 5.9, Noise and
Vibration, to COCs NOISE-2 and NOISE-5. These edits provide clarification and
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would not result in a new significant environmental impact or an increase in the severity
of potential impacts evaluated in the SA.

1-13. The applicant requests a series of editorial revisions to COC BIO-12 and requests
substantial changes to the security requirements for mitigation in COC BI10-26. CEC
staff has reviewed the requested comments and revisions and has made the following
changes. The text to COC BIO-12 has been revised to eliminate the double reference
to California Rare Plant Rank (CRPR) ranked plants. See also response to Comment
Letter 7-1. No other changes to COCs BIO-12 or BIO-26 have been adopted.

1-14. The applicant contends the Staff Assessment should be changed to reflect the use
of wildlife friendly fencing that would allow desert tortoise to enter the entire site post
construction.

As described in the Staff Assessment, wildlife-friendly fencing would be utilized post-
construction between the arrays. This fencing would allow the site to remain open to
small species of wildlife while preventing desert BHS from entering these areas. Desert
tortoise exclusion fencing would be maintained around the arrays post construction, as
described in the Staff Assessment, and installation would be consistent with the
requirements of the USFWS Biological Opinion. Staff considered the USGS study titled
Predicting Wildlife and Plant Responses to Solar Energy Development in the Desert
Southwest, United States (Karban et al., 2024), which determined that desert tortoises
are considered avoider species that generally avoid disturbances. Karbon et al. (2024)
defines avoider species as organisms with very specific ecological requirements or
limited tolerance for change, such as the desert tortoise and various uncommon plant
species. In addition, CDFW, USFWS, and CEC staff have recommended preventing
desert tortoise from returning to the site post development to reduce the risk of
mortality and the project becoming a source of ongoing mortality for the species.
Therefore, CEC staff does not agree with removing desert tortoise fencing around the
solar array fields to allow desert tortoise to access the site and no changes to the Staff
Assessment are necessary. Please also see response to Comment Letter 7-3.

1-15. The applicant requests the mitigation requirements for desert tortoise be revised
to account for final project impacts, allow stacking of mitigation, release of security as
mitigation lands are acquired, and suggest it is not feasible to provide the Draft and
Final Management Plans prior to the start of construction if a security would be
provided.

Please see response to Comment Letter 7-3.

1-16. CEC staff has reviewed the requested changes to COC BIO-21 and rejects the
request to change “prior to the beginning of site mobilization” to “prior to the start of
construction” throughout the COC because site mobilization is likely to result in ground
disturbance and allowed during this project phase. CEC staff also rejected the proposed
changes to mitigation ratios and the assumptions regarding permanent versus
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temporary impacts. CEC staff rejected the revised language to set the security on the
asking price for lands that may be under option but not purchased as those lands may
become unavailable should the project owner not acquire adequate funding.

CEC staff has revised COC BIO-21 to allow mitigation areas to be nested, provided that
other lands acquired for mitigation also meet the requirements for burrowing owl
mitigation lands.

1-17. CEC staff has reviewed the requested changes to COC BIO-26 and has rejected
the request to change from “prior to the beginning or site mobilization” to “prior to the
start of construction” throughout the condition because the site mobilization phase
allows for ground disturbance. CEC staff also rejected the proposed changes to
mitigation ratios and the assumptions regarding permanent versus temporary impacts.
CEC staff rejected the revised language to set the security based on the asking price for
lands that may be under options but not purchased as those lands may become
unavailable should the project owner not acquire adequate funding.

CEC staff has revised the COC to allow mitigation areas to be nested, provided that
lands acquired for mitigation also meet the requirements for CDFW and state
jurisdictional waters. The request to nest mitigation takes into account that mitigation
lands proposed for one species may also be suitable for another resource. In this
circumstance, it is likely that lands acquired for desert tortoise or western burrowing
owl will also support CDFW and state jurisdictional waters. The text of COC BIO-26 has
been revised to allow this request.

1-18. See the response to Comment Letter 7-7.
1-19. See the response to Comment Letter 7-8.
1-20. See the response to Comment Letter 7-8.
1-21. See the response to Comment Letter 7-10.

1-22. CEC staff does not agree with the applicant’s requested edits to COC WORKER
SAFETY-10. COC WORKER SAFETY-10, subdivision (d), already provides that there
must be funding until the solar property tax exclusion sunsets. The applicant’s
requested edits to COC WORKER SAFETY-10 would limit the exclusion to Revenue
and Taxation Code Section 73. The language in COC WORKER SAFETY-10 was
intentionally drafted so that it is not limited to only Revenue and Taxation Code 73 or a
tax specifically for an “active solar energy system” so that it also addresses any new
similar exclusion that goes into law in the future. Therefore, no changes to the Staff
Assessment are necessary.

1-23. CEC staff agrees with the proposed erosion control measures described in the
Updated Preliminary Drainage Report (Attachment 5) that will provide mitigation for
anticipated surface runoff. Edits have been made in subsection 3.6.14, “Drainage and
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Erosion Control,” in Section 3, Project Description, to show that berms are
proposed in addition to the swales to protect the elevated pads for the BESS yards,
project substation and utility switchyard. Additional details have been added to note
that the small diameter rock (e.g., 3-inch), would be used where needed to stabilize at-
grade access road crossings of the three arroyos. Edits have been made in subsection
3.6, “Facility Description and Design,” in Section 3, Project Description, to more
accurately reflect the applicant’s intent behind the project changes. Edits have been
made in subsection 5.6.2.2, "Direct and Indirect Impacts,” in Section 5.6, Geology,
Paleontology, and Minerals, to add the berms into the evaluation of potential
impacts related to soil erosion.

1-24. The applicant states the 1.24-mile desert BHS buffer, presented in CEC Docket
Item TN 262246, is infeasible and equivalent to the No Project/No Build Alternative
because it reduces the project footprint by 96 percent and would render most of the
project site undevelopable. CEC staff agrees with this comment and edits have been
made to subsection 8.6.5, “Desert Bighorn Sheep Wildlife Buffer and Project Delay
Alternatives,” in Section 8, Alternatives, that explain why the 1.24-mile buffer that
was presented in Docket Item TN 262246 would not meet the basic project objectives
and is therefore infeasible. See Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which
provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert
BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers.

1-25 through 1-37. The applicant states the 0.64-mile buffer (referred to as a 0.62-mile
buffer in CEC Docket Item TN 262246), would be infeasible as either a project
alternative or mitigation measure because it would reduce the project footprint by 53
percent and result in a substantial reduction in the developable area that would prevent
the project from attaining most of its basic objectives. Specifically, applying these larger
buffers could prevent the project from supporting Renewables Portfolio Standards (RPS)
and greenhouse gas emissions reduction objectives; producing and transmitting
electricity at a competitive price; providing a new source of energy storage; utilizing
existing, unused transmission capacity and energy infrastructure; and building a project
in San Bernardino County that would support the economy. CEC staff agrees with this
comment and edits have been made to subsection 8.6.5, “"Desert Bighorn Sheep Wildlife
Buffer and Project Delay,” in Section 8, Alternatives that that explain why the 0.62-
mile buffer that was presented in Docket Item TN 262246 would not meet the basic
project objectives and is therefore infeasible. See Master Response 1 (Desert BHS
Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential
impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers.

1-38. The applicant notes that the staff-recommended BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS
Alternative #2 is not their preferred alternative; however, it is a feasible alternative that
would reduce impacts to a variety of issue areas.

CEC staff acknowledges that the commenter states that the staff-recommended BHS
Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2 represent a feasible project alternative that
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the applicant is willing to implement. The applicant states that this alternative does not
include the previously removed 571 acres north of I-15, reducing project footprint to
minimize impacts to desert BHS and other resource areas. It also reflects a collaborative
design process intended to balance site development with conservation measures. The
commenter also acknowledges that BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2
represents a highly constrained design and that any further reduction in the project
footprint would reduce the project’s energy generation capacity and limit the applicant’s
ability to meet the project objectives. CEC staff agrees with this comment and no
additional response is required and no changes to Section 8, Alternatives, are
necessary because the comment does not raise any significant environmental issues
relative to Section 8, Alternatives, beyond those already addressed.

Comment Letter 2 — Resolution Environmental (TN 268848)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 2 (TN 268848)

2-1. This comment is similar to Comment Letter 1-1 and reiterates that construction
would utilize advanced terrain following solar tracker systems, which the commenter
asserts would significantly reduce mass grading efforts on the site. Therefore,
mitigation ratios should be reduced.

See responses to Comment Letter 1-1.

2-2. This information is related to the Project Description and provides different acreage
calculations for different project alternatives.

CEC staff acknowledges this comment. No response is required and no changes are
necessary because it does not raise any significant environmental issues.

2-3. The applicant provided information on the vegetation community types and
acreage that occurs within the proposed project area.

CEC staff acknowledges this comment. No response is required and no changes are
necessary because it does not raise any significant environmental issues.

2-4. This comment reiterates the comments identified in comment 2-1 and includes
information that wildlife friendly fencing is proposed to be used to allow desert tortoise
and other species to enter the site post construction.

See responses to Comment Letter 1-14.

2-5 and 2-6. The applicant states that temporarily disturbed areas would be restored
after construction and provides reference to several studies that indicate creosote bush
scrub and other species are capable of resprouting post development. The applicant
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also cites evidence that desert tortoises have reutilized solar farms in the Mojave Desert
post development.

See responses to Comment Letters 1-1 and 1-14.

2-7. The applicant provides additional information regarding the use of wildlife friendly
fencing and how in other solar farms a variety of wildlife species have re-occupied the
site post development.

See responses to Comment Letters 1-6 and 1-14.

2-8. This comment reiterates the use of low impact technology and provides general
information related to the phases of construction. See response to Comment Letter 1-1.

2-9, 2-10, 2-11, and 2-12. These comments provide a summary of the applicant’s
proposed permanent and temporary impacts to habitat and jurisdictional waters,
including CDFW and state jurisdictional waters, for different alternatives. The comments
also suggest that mitigation ratios should be lowered to reflect the reduction of impacts
from the use of high clearance, terrain-following equipment rather than mass grading.

These impacts are based on the assumption that permanent impacts within the solar
arrays would not occur except for the placement of physical structures. CEC staff
provided a response to these comments in Response to Comment 1-1, 1-3, 1-4, 1-5, 1-
6, and 1-14.

2-13 and 2-14. The applicant contends that mitigation for impacts to desert tortoise and
burrowing owl should be 1:1 based on the ratios identified in the Soda Mountain Solar
Project Environmental Impact Statement prepared by the Bureau of Land Management,
the 2016 USFWS Biological Opinion for the original project, and the DRECP.

The DRECP does not set desert tortoise mitigation ratios and does not authorize take. It
establishes land use rules and mitigation measures tied to where development occurs.
DFAs provide pre defined, standardized mitigation through Conservation and
Management Actions (CMAs), whereas non DFAs rely on project specific mitigation
determined case by case. See responses to Comment Letter 1-3 and 1-4.

Comment Letter 3 — Resolution Environmental (TN 268847)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 3 (TN 268847)

CEC staff acknowledges Attachment 2a, Aquatic Resources Delineation and Impact
Analysis, to the applicant’'s comments. Comment Letter 3 is an attachment to Comment
Letter 1; it is not a separate comment.
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Comment Letter 4 — Resolution Environmental (TN 268846)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 4 (TN 268846)

CEC staff acknowledges Attachment 2b, Aquatic Resources Delineation and Impact
Analysis, to the applicant’'s comments. Comment Letter 4 is an attachment to Comment
Letter 1; it is not a separate comment.

Comment Letter 5 — Resolution Environmental (TN 268845)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 5 (TN 268845)

CEC staff acknowledges Attachment 2¢, Aquatic Resources Delineation and Impact
Analysis, to the applicant’'s comments. Comment Letter 5 is an attachment to Comment
Letter 1; it is not a separate comment.

Comment Letter 6 — Resolution Environmental (TN 268844)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 6 (TN 268844)

CEC staff acknowledges Attachment 3, Compensatory Mitigation Evaluation for Waters
of the State, to the applicant’s comments.

6-1. The applicant suggests the Staff Assessment contains information that support a
lower mitigation related to CDFW and state jurisdictional waters. The applicant suggests
no mitigation should be required under the solar arrays where hydrology and vegetation
may largely persist and suggests a 1:1 ratio for temporary impacts along the gen-tie
line.

See response to Comment Letter 1-5.

6-2 and 6-3. The applicant contends that the Staff Assessment indicates that mitigation
ratios are discretionary rather than required to meet regulatory requirements and that
acreage estimates and related conclusions may change as field data are reviewed. The
comment letter describes the stream system that occurs at the project site and asserts
that a 1:1 mitigation ratio should be required for all permanent impacts because it is
consistent with regulatory requirements. The applicant suggests that no mitigation is
warranted for areas under the solar arrays because habitat function would not be
diminished to a level that would require mitigation.
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See response to Comment Letter 1-5.

6-4. The applicant supports the 1:1 mitigation ratio for temporary impacts along the
gen-tie line but contends that the proposed mitigation ratios for different species create
a structural inconsistency in which a project proponent could be required to mitigate the
same temporary ground disturbance twice, once for temporary impacts to desert
tortoise habitat and again for temporary impacts to CDFW and state jurisdictional
waters. CEC staff disagrees with the contention that different mitigation ratios result in
a structural inconsistencies in the Staff Assessment. The mitigation ratios proposed by
CEC staff to address impacts are supported by substantial evidence in the record. In
establishing these ratios, staff evaluated the nature, intensity, permanence, and spatial
context of the impacts, with specific consideration of the biological and hydrologic
characteristics of Mojave Desert. Lower mitigation ratios are warranted in these areas
because the site would not be subject to period maintenance and would be restored
following construction. These sites are also isolated and occur in discrete areas
compared to the large impacts that would occur in other areas such as the solar arrays.
This tiered approach demonstrates that staff did not apply a one size fits all ratio but
evaluated impacts on a feature specific and function based basis, consistent with CDFW
practice and CEQA requirements. Page 5.2-184 in Section 5.2, Biological Resources
described the rational for assigning compensatory mitigation ratios for different portions
of the project based on expected levels of disturbance and potential for post
construction recovery. Therefore, no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary. In
addition, the contention made by the applicant that mitigation applied to reduce
impacts to CDFW and state jurisdictional waters in the same areas where mitigation has
been proposed for desert tortoise or other species is in effect double mitigating the
impact. As required by CEQA and CESA for desert tortoise and other species each
impact is evaluated and mitigation is proposed if necessary to reduce that impact to a
less than significant level or to meet regulatory or statutory requirements. For example,
COCs BIO-12 (Special-Status Plant Avoidance and Minimization Measures), BIO-16
(Habitat Management Land Acquisition for Desert Tortoise), BIO-21 (Habitat
Management Land Acquisition for Burrowing Owl), and BIO-26 (Habitat Management
Land Acquisition for Permanent and Temporary Impacts to State Waters) all require the
acquisition, preservation and management of habitat. Each of these impacts is
prescribed species specific mitigation. This is done because in some instances mitigation
for one species, even if located in the same location, may not provide the same habitat
values or contain the same physical requirements (i.e., acres of CDFW or state
jurisdictional waters, rare plants, or occupied desert tortoise habitat) to mitigate
impacts to those species. Therefore, CEC staff consider the measures and ratios
identified for each species to be adequate and no changes have been made to the Staff
Assessment. However, CEC staff would allow the nesting of mitigation should lands that
are required to mitigate desert tortoise also support a sufficient amount of CDFW and
state jurisdictional waters.

6-5. The applicant contends that no compensatory mitigation should be required for the
areas under the solar arrays and precedent set by other projects.
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See response to Comment Letter 1-5.

Comment Letter 7 — Resolution Environmental (TN 268867)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 7 (TN 268867)

7-1. CEC staff has reviewed the requested changes to COC BIO-12 and has rejected
the request to change “prior to the beginning of site mobilization” to “prior to the start
of construction” throughout the COC because the site mobilization phase allows for
ground disturbance. CEC staff has adopted the recommended changes to COC BIO-12
that ensure the CEC’'s Compliance Project Manager (CPM) is the decision-making entity
as it relates to plans and other environmental requests. Requested changes to the
verification language have not been accepted as it relates to the Habitat
Enhancement/Restoration Plan, Formal Acquisition Proposal, Compensation Lands
Management Plan, Recent Preliminary Title Report, and Property Analysis Record (PAR)
and Security.

7-2. CEC staff has reviewed the requested changes to COC BIO-15 and has rejected
the request to alter the language regarding notification and the modification to remove
desert tortoise exclusion fencing from the COC or remove reference to notification to
the USFWS.

7-3. CEC staff reviewed the requested changes to COC BIO-16 and has rejected the
request to change “prior to the beginning of site mobilization” to “prior to the start of
construction” throughout the condition because site mobilization can result in ground
disturbance. CEC staff also rejected the proposed changes to mitigation ratios and the
assumptions regarding permanent versus temporary impacts. CEC staff has rejected the
revised language to set the security based on the asking price for lands that may be
under options but not purchased as those lands may become unavailable should the
project owner not acquire adequate funding.

CEC staff has revised the COC to allow mitigation areas to be nested, provided other
lands acquired for mitigation also meet the requirements for desert tortoise.

7-4. CEC staff has reviewed the requested changes to COC BIO-21 and has rejected
the request to change prior to the beginning or site mobilization to prior to the start of
construction throughout the condition because site mobilization can result in ground
disturbance. CEC staff also rejected the proposed changes to mitigation ratios and the
assumptions regarding permanent versus temporary impacts. CEC staff rejected the
revised language to set the security on the asking price for lands that may be under
options but not purchased as those lands may become unavailable should the project
owner not acquire adequate funding.
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CEC staff has revised the COC to allow mitigation areas to be nested, provided other
lands acquired for mitigation also meet the requirements for burrowing owl.

7-5. CEC staff has reviewed the requested changes to COC BIO-26 and rejected the
request to change “prior to the beginning of site mobilization” to “prior to the start of
construction” throughout the condition because the site mobilization phase allows for
ground disturbance. CEC staff also rejected the proposed changes to mitigation ratios
and the assumptions regarding permanent versus temporary impacts. CEC staff rejected
the revised language to set the security on the asking price for lands that may be under
options but not purchased as those lands may become unavailable should the project
owner not acquire adequate funding.

CEC staff has revised the COC to allow the nesting of mitigation, provided other lands
acquired for mitigation also meet the requirements for CDFW and state jurisdictional
waters.

7-6. See response to Comment Letter 1-22.

7-7. CEC staff has reviewed the requested changes to COC WATER-4. After
consultation with the Lahontan Regional Water Quality Control Board (LRWQCB), CEC
staff recognizes the regulatory authority to issue dredge and fill waste discharge
requirements (WDRs) comes from the California Porter Cologne Water Quality Control
Act. Therefore, the title of COC WATER-4 was revised from “Compliance with Clean
Water Act 401" to “"Compliance with Porter Cologne Water Quality Control Act.”

7-8. CEC staff has reviewed the requested changes to COC WATER-5. As identified in
subsection 3.7.9, “Construction Water Supply and Use,” in Section 3, Project
Description, of the Staff Assessment, the water for the project would be supplied from
up to five newly constructed onsite groundwater wells or, alternatively or in addition,
from the existing private offsite groundwater well. Accordingly, CEC staff has provided
additional clarification in Section 5.16, Water Resources and agrees to some of the
requested modifications to COC WATER-5.

Review and approval of both the Groundwater Well Installation Workplan, the CEC
retains its in-lieu of permitting authority per statute (PRC section 25545.1 [b] [1]), and
the text has been corrected to reflect this.

Regarding the applicant’s suggestion to limit the applicable sections of the San
Bernardino County Desert Groundwater Management Ordinance (DGMO), per regulation
(CCR Title 20, section 1742 [d]), the assessment by CEC staff is to include project
compliance with local laws, ordinances, regulations, and standards. Therefore, the San
Bernardino County DGMO is referenced in its entirety.

Typically, CEC staff includes time controls on certification conditions. Therefore, these
will be retained. However, since the schedule may seem excessive considering that use

RESPONSE TO COMMENTS
2-23



Soda Mountain Solar Project
Staff Assessment

of the onsite groundwater production wells may be delayed, the timeline for the
following milestones has been modified:

e Groundwater Well Installation Workplan (GWIW) submission; 4 months prior to use
of the groundwater production wells.

« Initiate groundwater production well installation; 3 months prior to use of the
groundwater production wells.

e Groundwater Well Installation Workplan (GWIW) and Groundwater Monitoring and
Reporting Plan (GWMP) submission; 45 days prior to use of the groundwater
production wells.

The changes and edits highlighted in subsections 5.16.2.1, 5.16.2.2, and 5.16.5 merely
clarify, amplify, or make minor modifications to the information provided in the Staff
Assessment.

7-9. CEC staff has reviewed the requested changes to COC WATER-6. Regarding
review and approval of both the Groundwater Monitoring and Reporting Plan, the CEC
retains its in-lieu of permitting authority per statute (PRC section 25545.1 [b] [1]),
Section 5.16, Water Resources, was corrected to reflect this. However, the
LRWQCB and San Bernardino County Department of Environmental Health Services
review shall include evaluation with compliance of the San Bernardino County Desert
Groundwater Management Ordinance.

Typically, CEC staff includes time controls on certification conditions. Therefore, these
shall be retained. However, the schedule of the groundwater extraction verification
items shall be determined by the start of groundwater production, and not project
construction, as suggested by the applicant. The changes and edits highlighted in
subsection 5.16.5, "Proposed Conditions of Certification,” merely clarify, amplify, or
make minor modifications to the information provided in the Staff Assessment.

7-10. CEC staff has reviewed the requested changes to COC WATER-7. As identified in
subsection 3.7.9, “Construction Water Supply and Use,” in Section 3, Project
Description, of the Staff Assessment, the water for the project would be supplied from
up to five newly constructed onsite groundwater wells or, alternatively or in addition,
from the existing private offsite groundwater well. Accordingly, CEC staff has provided
additional clarification in Section 5.16, Water Resources and agrees to some of the
requested modifications to COC WATER-7.

If groundwater from the private offsite well is used as potable water, the vendor
selected to transport water would need to be certified by the California Department of
Public Health (CDPH) as a potable water hauler per California Health and Safety Code
section 111120. Therefore, COC WATER-7 has been revised to include this
requirement.
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Regarding the applicant’s suggestion to limit the applicable sections of the San
Bernardino County Desert Groundwater Management Ordinance, per regulation (CCR
Title 20, section 1742 [d]), the assessment by CEC staff is to include project compliance
with local laws, ordinances, regulations and standards. Therefore, the San Bernardino
County DGMO s referenced in its entirety.

With respect to the applicant’s suggested modifications concerning Water Code sections
4999-50009, it is CEC staff interpretation that this statute applies, and no qualifying text
is needed. The statute notation has been modified as suggested. The changes and edits
highlighted in subsections 5.16.2.1, 5.16.2.2, and 5.16.5 merely clarify, amplify, or
make minor modifications to the information provided in the Staff Assessment.

Comment Letter 8 — Resolution Environmental (TN 268850)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 8 (TN 268850)

CEC staff acknowledges Attachment 5, Updated Drainage Report, to the applicant’s
comments. Comment Letter 8 is an attachment to Comment Letter 1; it is not a
separate comment.

Comment Letter 9 — Resolution Environmental (TN 268851)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 9 (TN 268851)

CEC staff acknowledges Attachment 6, BHS Buffer Alternatives, to the applicant’s
comments. Comment Letter 9 is an attachment to Comment Letter 1; it is not a
separate comment.

Comment Letter 10 — Greg Bowman, Baker Community Services District (TN
268762)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 10 (TN 268762)

10-1. The Baker Community Services District opposes the proposed project and
identifies several issue areas including impacts to sensitive wildlife such as desert BHS.
CEC staff acknowledges this comment. No response is required and no changes are
necessary because it does not raise any significant environmental issues.

10-2. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
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the adoption of proposed buffers, and Master Response 2 (Discussion of Impacts to
Sensitive Species of Wildlife), which provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s
analysis of impacts to sensitive plants and wildlife.

Section 5.8, Land Use, of the Staff Assessment describes the land use allocations and
established recreational uses within the project site and surrounding area, and
discusses the federal land use plans, policies, or regulations that guide the management
of these land use allocations. Implementation of COC LAND-1 would ensure that
designated uses (i.e., OHV trails, OHV open areas, wilderness areas) remain accessible
per federal plans, policies, and regulations.

CEC staff disagrees that the project would have an adverse affect on groundwater
resources. The primary water source for the project would be up to five groundwater
production wells at the project site. Current evidence indicates that there is limited
transfer between the Soda Mountain groundwater subbasin at the project site, and the
greater Soda Lake groundwater basin where Baker, California is located. Therefore, it is
unlikely that project groundwater production would affect the aquifer in the Baker area.

Groundwater from a private well located away from the project site, approximately 2
miles north of Baker, may be used as an alternative or additional water source to the
on-site groundwater production wells. This private off-site well is located in the Silver
Lake Valley groundwater basin. Based on the properties of the groundwater basin and
aquifer testing of the private well, use of this well as a water supply for the project is
not expected to adversely affect the local aquifer.

Comment Letter 11 — Lynn R. Valbuena, Yuhaaviatam of San Manuel Nation
(TN 268830)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 11 (TN 268830)

11-1. The Yuhaaviatam of San Manuel Nation (Nation), a federally recognized Native
American Tribe, opposes the proposed project and notes the project is likely to
significantly impede use of the proposed Soda Mountain Wildlife Crossing by desert
BHS.

CEC staff acknowledges the concerns of the Nation. Please see Master Response 1
(Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis
of potential impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers, and Master
Response 2 (Discussion of Impacts to Sensitive Species of Wildlife), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment's analysis of impacts to sensitive plants and wildlife.
No revisions to the Staff Assessment are required in response to this comment.

11-2 and 11-3. The Nation requests that a minimum 0.25 buffer be implemented but
advocates extending the buffer to 1.25 miles. In addition, the Nation indicates that the
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project should be delayed pending the construction of the proposed Soda Mountain
Wildlife Crossing to allow studies to confirm the use of the crossing by desert BHS.

CEC staff acknowledges the concern of the Nation and the importance of desert BHS to
native peoples. CEC staff has determined that the project should not be approved as
proposed and has identified an Alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative
#2) that includes a minimum 0.25-mile buffer from the 10 percent slope and several
other mitigation requirements. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers),
which provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to
desert BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers and other measures proposed to
protect desert BHS.

CEC staff acknowledges that the Nation states that delaying the project until after the
completion of the wildlife crossing would allow for additional environmental studies to
verify the crossing’s efficacy for desert BHS prior to further development. Please see
Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers) regarding the infeasibility of delaying
construction. No revisions to the Staff Assessment are required in response to this
comment.

Comment Letter 12 — Judith A. Decker, Eastern Kern County Resource
Conservation District (TN 268595)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 12 (TN 268595)

12-1, 12-2, and 12-3. The Eastern Kern County Resources Conservation District
(EKCRCD) opposes the proposed project.

CEC staff acknowledges EKCRCD comments that they support development of
renewable energy in California, notes siting recommendations, and opinion regarding
the “poor” location of the proposed project in an “ecologically critical and largely
undisturbed area adjacent to the Mojave National Preserve.”

The Staff Assessment evaluated impacts to biological resources in Section 5.2,
Biological Resources, and land use impacts in Section 5.8, Land Use. Please see
Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which explains the Staff Assessment’s analysis
of potential impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers, and Master
Response 2 (Discussion of Impacts to Sensitive Species of Wildlife), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of impacts to sensitive plants and wildlife.
CEC staff adequately analyzed potential impacts of the proposed project and
alternatives and provided conditions of certification to reduce those impacts to less than
significant where possible. The Staff Assessment also evaluated cumulative impacts by
considering the effects of past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future projects
within the regional landscape. This analysis concluded that the project would contribute
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to significant and unavoidable cumulative impacts affecting desert BHS. Specifically,
when considered in combination with other existing and anticipated development, the
project would incrementally contribute to habitat loss, fragmentation, and reduced
connectivity for this species.

Based on this analysis, staff determined that the project’s contribution to cumulative
effects would be considerable and identified an alternative project design that would
reduce the project’s contribution to cumulative impacts on desert bighorn sheep.

The commenter notes, the proposed project is on BLM land “...and has existed in
various forms for nearly 20 years...” A previous project “...was rejected by the San
Bernardino County Board of Supervisors in 2016 due to unacceptable environmental
impacts and limited local benefit. ”Past project(s) submitted to another agency are not
within CEC's jurisdiction. The Staff Assessment is an environmental disclosure document
that evaluates the potential environmental impacts associated with construction and
operation of the proposed project as it was submitted under the Opt-In Certification
Program. Consistent with Public Resources Section 25523(h), Section 7, Public
Benefits, of the Staff Assessment, provides a summary description of the economic,
environmental, and electricity reliability benefits of the proposed project. Information
regarding the community benefits (Pub. Resources Code, § 25545.10) and net positive
economic benefit to the local government (Pub. Resources Code, § 25545.9 is discussed
in Section 10, Mandatory Opt-In Requirements, of the Staff Assessment. No
additional response is required, and no changes are necessary because the comment
does not raise any new significant environmental issues.

The commenter also notes, “...the use of a state opt-in process to override local land-
land use decisions disregards that prior determination and undermines meaningful local
and regional review.” A past project submitted to another agency is not within CEC's
jurisdiction. The CEC is processing the application for the proposed project according to
the statutory and regulatory provisions governing the Opt-In Certification Program
including Chapter 6.2 of Division 15 of the Public Resources Code and California Code of
Regulations, title 20, sections 1875 through 1882. CEC staff closely coordinates with
other expert agencies to ensure the conditions those agencies would impose on the
project if those agencies were issuing permits are incorporated into the CEC's
certification as disclosed in subsection 2.4, “"Agency Coordination,” in Section 2,
Introduction, of the Staff Assessment. The mailing list used to engage with
stakeholder agencies can be found in Appendix B, Mailing List, of the Staff
Assessment.

Comment Letter 13 — Edward Lee LaRue, Jr., Desert Tortoise Council (TN
268801)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.
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Response to Comment Letter 13 (TN 268801)

13-1. The Desert Tortoise Council opposes the proposed project. The commenter states
there are numerous deficiencies in the Staff Assessment and that the Desert Tortoise
Council expects that each of the previous comment letters identified for the proposed
and previous projects must be addressed.

Past project(s) and comments submitted to another agency are not within CEC's
jurisdiction. The Staff Assessment is an environmental disclosure document that
evaluates the potential environmental impacts associated with construction and
operation of the proposed project as it was submitted under the Opt-In Certification
Program. Section 5.2, Biological Resources, of the Staff Assessment, adequately
discloses, quantifies, and mitigates impacts to sensitive biological resources that have
the potential to occur in the proposed project area.

13-2. The commenter states that the project site represents poor site selection because
it is located outside DFA and Variance lands identified in the DRECP and in proximity to
sensitive habitats and resources, including an ACEC, desert BHS connectivity areas, and
habitat for desert tortoise and other sensitive species. CEC staff disagrees with this
comment. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
the adoption of proposed buffers, and Master Response 2 (Discussion of Impacts to
Sensitive Species of Wildlife), which provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment'’s
analysis of impacts to sensitive plants and wildlife. Please see Master Response 3 (The
Proposed Project is Not Located in a DFA of the DRECP). In addition, alternative sites
were addressed in subsection 8.6.4, “Alternative Project Site,” in Section 8,
Alternatives.

The Desert Tortoise Council/Desert Tortoise Preserve Committee, Inc. is also concerned
with impacts the project would have on hydrological resources.

The applicant has proposed to use groundwater at the project site as a primary source
of water during project construction and operation. The applicant has also proposed to
use an off-site private groundwater well as an alternative, or additional, water supply.
With respect to the on-site groundwater resource, COCs WATER-5, WATER-6, and
WATER-7 would require the applicant to comply with the San Bernardino County
Desert Groundwater Management Ordinance (DGMO) to protect groundwater aquifers
in unincorporated and unadjudicated areas of the county. The applicant would need to
demonstrate that groundwater use for the project would not adversely impact the Soda
Mountain groundwater subbasin by calculating a safe yield as defined in the DGMO. In
addition, groundwater wells would be constructed in compliance with the DGMO in
accordance with COC WATER-5. A groundwater monitoring program would include up
to nine wells to monitor groundwater levels and quality in accordance with COC
WATER-6 and would inform CEC staff if adverse water chemistry or overdraft effects
were occurring as a result of groundwater withdrawal. The groundwater monitoring
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program, and the off-site private groundwater well that might be used as an alternative
or additional water supply, would comply with the requirements of the DGMO. Use of
both on-site and off-site groundwater sources would be strictly reported and restricted
to proposed amounts per COC WATER-7.

13-3. The commenter suggests the Staff Assessment does not explain where the power
from the facility would be sent and that other alternatives such as rooftop solar or other
locations should have been considered. Because the grid dispatches power based on
real time demand and transmission availability, the energy does not go to one specific
neighborhood. Instead, it supports the entire LADWP load, especially the areas closest
to the Adelanto—LADWP backbone.

Rooftop solar was not analyzed in the alternative analysis because rooftop solar would
fail to meet most of the project objectives such as project size, efficiency, furthering
RPS objectives, competitive cost, helping California achieve energy storage objectives,
taking advantage of unused capacity of Meade-Adelanto Transmission Line, and others.

The commenter also suggests that impaired habitats closer to the targeted communities
(in this case, Los Angeles) should have been considered. The applicant’s revised
alternatives section (TN 261666) provides an analysis of alternative locations that were
considered including BLM-administered lands, private lands, and brownfield or degraded
lands. In most areas the applicant was either not able to get site control or the area
was too small for a project of this size. Locations that were not in close proximity to
existing transmission lines with excess capacity would likely require construction of
additional lines, likely increasing environmental effects. All of the alternative locations
that were found failed to meet the project’s basic objectives.

The project’s location and design are intentional. By delivering renewable energy into a
backbone transmission line that is already critical for Southern California, the project
can help reduce reliance on distant imports and ease congestion risks. The paired
battery storage adds fast response reserves that support voltage stability and frequency
regulation—services that are increasingly important as California integrates more
renewable resources.

In short, the project’s strategic interconnection point and combined solar plus storage
design are what allow it to deliver large scale, reliable clean energy to Southern
California—something that smaller or differently located alternatives cannot achieve.

13-4. The commenter states that habitat on the proposed project site is in near-pristine
condition and that rocks and cobble may prevent off highway vehicle (OHV) travel in
this area. The commenter suggests that dust may be an issue for the site because it is
located adjacent to a known OHV area. CEC staff acknowledges the commenter’s
concern regarding potential dust accumulation associated with the project’s proximity to
the Rasor OHV Open Area. Please see response to Comment Letter 17-1.
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As discussed in Section 5.1, Air Quality, fugitive dust generated during operation
would be addressed through AQ-SCZ7, which requires preparation and implementation
of an Operations Dust Control Plan. AQ-SC7 requires operational dust suppression and
wind erosion controls, stabilization of regularly used unpaved roads and disturbed off-
road areas with durable non-toxic soil stabilizers or equivalent measures, ongoing
inspection and maintenance, restrictions on use of unpaved roads, and vehicle speed
limits designed to avoid visible dust emissions. AQ-SC7 also requires that operational
fugitive dust controls meet the performance standards of AQ-SC3 and AQ-SC4 and
that the plan be reviewed and approved before commercial operation begins.
Therefore, operational fugitive dust impacts, including those associated with vehicle
travel and disturbed surfaces, would be reduced through enforceable conditions of
certification. Since dust would be effectively controlled, use of the Rasor OHV Open
Area would not result in the use of additional water.

Impacts to desert tortoise habitat and desert tortoises and state and CDFW
jurisdictional waters were adequately addressed in Section 5.2, Biological
Resources, of the Staff Assessment and mitigation was developed in close
coordination with CDFW. Specifically, pages 5.2-122-133 provide a detailed assessment
of the proposed impacts and required mitigation to fully mitigate impacts to this species
and pages 5.2-181-189 address impacts to jurisdictional waters.

13-5. The commenter raises ongoing concern regarding impacts to desert BHS and
notes the Staff Assessment identifies significant and unmitigable impacts to this species
from the proposed project and from cumulative impacts.

CEC staff identified significant and unavoidable impacts to desert BHS from the
construction and operation of the proposed project. Please see Master Response 1
(Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis
of potential impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers and identified
Alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2).

13-6. The commenter notes an error in the Staff Assessment on page 5.2-101, which
states the desert tortoise as threatened under the federal Endangered Species Act
(ESA) and CESA. The commenter notes the species is now listed as Endangered under
the ESA and CESA and suggests additional analysis be conducted. CEC staff
acknowledges the clerical error but was aware of the listing status at the time the Staff
Assessment was prepared. Table 5.2-5 (Known and Potential Occurrence of Special
Status Wildlife Within the Project Area), in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, has
been revised to reflect the revised listing status. No further analysis is required. Staff
also notes that mitigation for desert tortoise was developed in close coordination with
CDFW.

13-7 and 13-8. The commenter is uncertain if the applicant has applied for a CDFW
2081 incidental take permit (ITP) or if one was issued. The commenter also requests
additional information on the CEC in-lieu permitting authority.
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The applicant submitted an application for incidental take as part of the data
completeness review phase of the Opt-In application. The applicant requested take
authorization, under CEC's in-lieu permitting authority, for desert tortoise and burrowing
owl. Should the CEC approve the project, the conditions of certification in the CEC’s
certification would authorize take.

For projects under the jurisdiction of the CEC, the certification authorizing the
construction and operation of the facility serves as the incidental take permit and
includes all required avoidance and minimization measures. Measures to reduce impacts
and the compensatory mitigation needed to fully mitigate any remaining impacts were
developed in close coordination with CDFW.

13-9, 13-11, and 13-12. The commenter notes the age of the 2016 Biological Opinion
issued by the USFWS and expects the BLM to reinitiate consultation to address the
desert tortoise change in listing status on the federal ESA and CESA. The commenter
also inquires if the BLM remains involved in the project and if what form of federal ESA
consultation is occurring.

BLM is the federal lead agency for the proposed project under NEPA and is responsible
for coordinating with the USFWS to ascertain if new or additional consultation is
warranted.

13-10. CEC staff appreciates the information provided in the comment letter, however
the data does not constitute new information that would alter the impact analysis,
CEQA conclusions, or proposed mitigation identified in the Staff Assessment. As
described in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, the proposed project would not
fundamentally alter the hydrology of the site post development and would not result in
substantial alterations to drainages downstream of the project site. In addition, the heat
island effects and potential changes to sex determinations for desert tortoise is
mitigated by the installation of desert tortoise exclusion fencing, which would exclude
this species from the solar field. The Staff Assessment also discusses the risk of
translocation, and a Translocation Plan would be required as part of COC BIO-15
(Desert Tortoise Avoidance and Minimization Measures).

Comment Letter 14 — Chuck Bell, Mojave Desert Resource Conservation
District (TN 268834)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 14 (TN 268834)

14-1. Please refer to Master Response 2 (Discussion of Impacts to Sensitive Species of
Wildlife).

14-2. CEC staff acknowledges this comment. No response is required and no changes
are necessary because it does not raise any significant environmental issues.
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14-3. Commenter notes that the project is within their jurisdiction, and they have no
record of either BLM nor CEC directly notifying them of the EIR and possible notification
“defect.” Project notices were mailed to the BLM Barstow Field Office and BLM
California Desert District Office and documents and notices were distributed to the
California Department of Conservation via the State Clearinghouse (SCH Number
2025080161). The mailing lists staff used for outreach can be found in Appendix B,
Mailing List, of the Staff Assessment. Although the Mojave Desert Resource
Conservation District (MDRCD) is not a responsible agency, the direct mailing address
for the MDRCD has been added to the mailing list for future mailed notices for this
project and CEC acknowledges MDRCD comments filed to the project docket during the
Staff Assessment public review period.

Comment Letter 15 — Laura Cunningham, Western Watersheds Project, and
Kevin Emmerich, Basin and Range Watch (TN 268820)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 15 (TN 268820)

15-1. Under CEQA, a Statement of Overriding Considerations may be adopted only
when significant and unavoidable impacts remain after all feasible mitigation has been
implemented, and when the CEC determines that specific project benefits outweigh
those remaining impacts. This determination is supported by substantial evidence in the
administrative record and is not made until after full consideration of public comments,
technical analyses, and staff conclusions.

All comments received including those from experts, local governments, community
members, and other stakeholders are part of the public record and are reviewed and
addressed in accordance with CEQA Guidelines. The updated environmental analyses,
impact evaluations, and mitigation measures for the Soda Mountain Solar Project were
prepared using the best available scientific information and standard analytical
methods. Public participation is a required and valued component of the CEQA process,
and all input contributes to the final decision making record.

The commenter’s concerns about agency decision making and project approval patterns
are noted. However, each project considered by the CEC is evaluated individually based
on its specific environmental impacts, the feasibility of mitigation measures, applicable
plans, policies, and regulations, and the evidence presented in the record. The CEC’s
final decision regarding this project will be made only after reviewing all comments,
staff analyses, and relevant information presented during the proceeding.

15-2. The CEC is processing the application for the proposed project according to the
statutory and regulatory provisions governing the Opt-In Certification Program including
Chapter 6.2 of Division 15 of the Public Resources Code and California Code of
Regulations, title 20, sections 1875 through 1882. CEC staff closely coordinates with
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other expert agencies to ensure the conditions those agencies would impose on the
project if those agencies were issuing permits are incorporated into the CEC's
certification as disclosed in subsection 2.4, “Agency Coordination,” in Section 2,
Introduction, of the Staff Assessment. The mailing list used to engage with
stakeholder agencies can be found in Appendix B, Mailing List, of the Staff
Assessment. In addition, there is consultation with tribes as identified in Section 5.4,
Cultural and Tribal Cultural Resources, and Public Outreach as described in
subsection 2.6, “Public Outreach and Notification,” in Section 2, Introduction, of the
Staff Assessment. No additional response is required, and no changes are necessary
because the comment does not raise any new significant environmental issues.

15-3. This comment restates the staff’s analysis and conclusions presented in Section
5.15, Visual Resources, Table 5.15-2, "Project Consistency with Plans, Policies, and
Regulations.”

15-4. CEC staff acknowledges this comment. No response is required and no changes
are necessary because it does not raise any significant environmental issues. Please
also see Master Response 3 (The Proposed Project is Not Located in a DFA of the
DRECP) which discusses the project in relation of DFAs.

15-5. Please see responses to Comment Letter 15-1. Please also see Master Response 3
(The Proposed Project is Not Located in a DFA of the DRECP) which discusses the
project in relation of DFAs.

15-6. CEC staff’s statement is accurate because it refers to the project’s proposed
interconnection point, not a power purchase agreement. LADWP’s 2015 decision simply
meant they chose not to buy the electricity, but that does not prevent a project from
interconnecting to a transmission line they operate. Interconnection and procurement
are separate processes, so there is no conflict between the CEC docket and LADWP’s
past decision.

15-7, 15-8, 15-9. CEC staff identified significant and unavoidable impacts to desert BHS
from the construction and operation of the proposed project. Please see Master
Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff
Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of proposed
buffers and identified Alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2).

15-10. The CEC is processing the application for the proposed project according to the
statutory and regulatory provisions governing the Opt-In Certification Program including
Chapter 6.2 of Division 15 of the Public Resources Code and California Code of
Regulations, title 20, sections 1875 through 1882. CEC staff identified significant and
unavoidable impacts to desert BHS from the construction and operation of the proposed
project. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
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the adoption of proposed buffers and identified Alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated
BESS Alternative #2).

15-11. Impacts to burrowing owl, desert tortoise, and state and CDFW jurisdictional
waters were adequately addressed in Section 5.2, Biological Resources of the Staff
Assessment and mitigation was developed in close coordination with CDFW. Specifically,
pages 5.2-147-154 of the Staff Assessment provides a detailed analysis of impacts and
proposed mitigation requirements for burrowing owl, pages 5.2-122-133 address
impacts to desert tortoise, and pages 5.2-181-189 address impacts to jurisdictional
waters. In addition, the CEC is processing the application for the proposed project
according to the statutory and regulatory provisions governing the Opt-In Certification
Program including Chapter 6.2 of Division 15 of the Public Resources Code and
California Code of Regulations, title 20, sections 1875 through 1882 for burrowing owl
and desert tortoise. CEC staff identified significant and unavoidable impacts to desert
BHS from the construction and operation of the proposed project (see pages 5.2-159-
166). Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
the adoption of proposed buffers and identified Alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated
BESS Alternative #2).

15-12, 15-13, and 15-14. CEC staff acknowledges this comment. No response is
required and no changes are necessary because it does not raise any significant
environmental issues.

15-15. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
the adoption of proposed buffers and identified Alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated
BESS Alternative #2).

15-16, 15-17, 15-18, 15-19, 15-20. An analysis of impacts to wildlife movement was
included in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, of the Staff Assessment. Please see
Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff
Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of proposed
buffers and identified Alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2).

15-21. Based on a review of Figure 8 (Visibility Analysis) of the Aiello and Epps report
(TN 261255), the wildlife crossing would not be visible and would be screened from a
direct line of site by a portion of the Soda Mountains.

15-22. CEC staff identified significant and unavoidable impacts to desert BHS from the
construction and operation of the proposed project. Please see Master Response 1
(Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis
of potential impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers and identified
Alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2).
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15-23, 15-24, and 15-25. Section 5.2, Biological Resources, of the Staff
Assessment accurately characterized temporary and permanent impacts from the
proposed project and evaluated each specific type of disturbance that may occur during
construction. The mitigation ratios proposed by CEC staff were developed in
consultation with CDFW and carefully considered the specific types and locations where
permanent and temporary impacts would occur. CEC staff also carefully evaluated the
risk to desert tortoise should this species be allowed to return to the solar arrays post
development. CEC staff considered the USGS study titled Predicting Wildlife and Plant
Responses to Solar Energy Development in the Desert Southwest, United States
(Karbon et al., 2024) that desert tortoise were found to be avoider species that tend to
decline under these circumstances while western burrowing owls may tolerate solar
fields to some degree and survive at low abundance and may persist but not thrive.
Karbon et al (2024) define avoider species as “species with narrow niches, specialized
diets, or habitat needs that tend to decline under disturbance including desert tortoise.
Based on a review of this study and in coordination with the regulatory agencies CDFW,
USFWS, and CEC staff have determined that desert tortoise should be prevented from
returning to the site post development to reduce the risk of mortality and the project
becoming a source of mortality for the species. Please see Section 5.2, Biological
Resources, pages 5.2-123-124 for the analysis to exclude desert tortoises from the
project site.

4

15-26. The Staff Assessment disclosed, evaluated, and mitigated potential impacts to
Mojave fringe-toes lizard. To reduce impacts, CEC staff proposes implementation of
COC BIO-17 (Special Status Reptile Avoidance and Minimization Measures). This
measure would require preconstruction surveys and avoidance of Mojave fringe-toed
lizard in suitable habitat and the relocation of the animals to non-disturbance areas
outside the project footprint.

15-27. The Staff Assessment disclosed, evaluated, and mitigated potential impacts to
Mojave tui chub. As described in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, the water
source for this pond is hydrologically distinct from any ground water that would be used
to support the construction of the proposed project. As noted in the Biological Opinion
(BO) for the original Soda Mountain Project (USFWS 2016), the U.S. Geological Survey
(USGS) (2014) used the results of Panorama’s (2014a) groundwater well test to assess
the potential effects of pumping groundwater from the Soda Mountain basin and found
that the proposed pumping for the Soda Mountain Solar Project was unlikely to
measurably affect discharge from nearby areas that support Mohave tui chub.

15-28. Section 5.2, Biological Resources of the Staff Assessment accurately
described potential impacts to sensitive plant species that have the potential to occur
on the proposed Project site. In addition, the Staff Assessment included detailed
language regarding sensitive plant expression and disclosed that not all rare plants
bloom every year. The conclusions identified in the Staff Assessment were informed ban
independent analysis of habitat and sensitive species ranges, botanical surveys
conducted by the applicant for the proposed project and previous botanical studies that

RESPONSE TO COMMENTS
2-36



Soda Mountain Solar Project
Staff Assessment

were completed for the project previous considered by the County of San Bernardino.
To account for varied plant expression staff proposed COC BIO-12 (Special-Status
Plant Avoidance Measures) which would require additional botanical surveys prior to site
mobilization for areas not disturbed prior to the next flowering season.

15-29. The Soda Mountain project is not within a DFA as designated by the DRECP, as
such, mitigation is developed on a case-by-case basis. CEC has worked with the
applicant to develop alternatives to minimize impacts associated with the project. See
Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers) and Master Response 3 (The Proposed Project
is Not Located in a DFA of the DRECP) above which include discussion of CEC staff’s
efforts working with the applicant and partnering agencies to minimize impacts,
including visual impacts, primarily in relation to overall impacts on BHS.

The need for a DRECP LUPA Amendment is under the purview and jurisdiction of the
BLM, as all lands affected by the proposed project are solely on federal lands
administered by the BLM.

15-30. CEC staff conducted a thorough analysis of the project’s proposed night lighting
requirements for safety, security, and routine maintenance and concluded that with
implementation of staff-proposed conditions of certification, the project’s night lighting
would be consistent with the requirements of the San Bernardino County Development
Code.

The commenter states that an alternative eliminating lighting on the project site should
have been evaluated. CEC staff disagrees with this comment. Section 5.15, Visual
Resources, of the Staff Assessment addresses potential impacts from project lighting
through COC VIS-5 and Mitigation Measure VIS-3, which would reduce lighting-related
visual impacts to a less-than-significant level. Under CEQA, alternatives are intended to
avoid or substantially lessen significant environmental impacts associated with a
proposed project. Because the identified conditions of certification and mitigation
measures reduce lighting-related impacts to less than significant, an alternative
eliminating project lighting was not necessary to meet CEQA's alternatives
requirements. In addition, CEQA requires consideration of a reasonable range of
feasible alternatives rather than every conceivable alternative. See Section 8,
Alternatives, including subsections 8.6, “Alternatives Considered and Not Evaluated
Further,” and 8.7, “Alternatives Selected for Analysis and Comparison to the Project.”

15-31. CEC staff acknowledges the commenter’s opinion that the gen-tie line would
cause visual impacts to the existing landscape, which is consistent with the information
presented in Section 5.15, Visual Resources. No additional response is required,
and no changes are necessary because the comment does not raise any new significant
environmental issues.
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15-32. The comment does not include facts, reasonable assumptions based on facts, or
other evidence supporting a different conclusion than the one reached in the Staff
Assessment. Therefore, no changes are necessary.

15-33. The commenter’s opinion is that landscape disturbance during construction
would result in extreme 3-dimensional dust plumes that would result in visual impacts.
However, the comment does not include facts, reasonable assumptions based on facts,
or other evidence supporting the opinion. It is true that large fugitive dust plumes could
result in temporary adverse visual impacts due to the temporary visual obstruction of
background landscapes. However, this impact is not expected given CEC staff’s
proposed Air Quality COCs AQ-SC3, AQ-SC4, and AQ-SC7 (See responses to
Comment Letter 17-1).

15-34. CEC staff acknowledges the comment. Local fire response is addressed in the
“Fire, Rescue, and Emergency Medical Services Response” and “Cumulative Impacts”
subsections in Section 4.4, Worker Safety and Fire Protection. COCs WORKER
SAFETY-6 and WORKER SAFETY-7 are included to mitigate and reduce the potential
for a BESS fire and COCs WORKER SAFETY-8 and WORKER SAFETY-10 are
included to provide training and funding for the San Bernardino County Fire Protection
District (SBCFPD). CEC staff concluded that the region’s lack of fire response resources
would pose a significant impact (project-level and cumulative) and implemented COC
WORKER SAFETY-10 to fund the SBCFPD to increase firefighting resources in the
region. The project owner is also required to prepare several operational fire
prevention/response plans and programs through COC WORKER SAFETY-2
(Emergency Action Plan, Fire Prevention Plan, and Fire Protection System Impairment
Program). CEC staff acknowledges the commenter’s opinion that water-based
suppression is not effective for a potential BESS fire. Water-based fire suppression
would only be used for cooling adjacent containers if a BESS fire were to occur onsite,
as the Tesla Industrial Lithium-Ion Battery Emergency Response Guide recommends
allowing an affected unit to consume itself and not to apply water to a burning unit.
Therefore, no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

15-35. See response to Comment Letter 15-34. CEC staff acknowledges the comment.
Section 5.10, Public Health, addresses potential health risk impacts to sensitive
receptors, including individuals traveling on I-15 and found impacts to be less than
significant. BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #1 and BHS Buffer and
Relocated BESS Alternative #2 analyzed a relocated BESS facility with greater setback
from I-15 reducing the risk of a highway closure or impeded emergency response.
Water-based fire suppression would only be used for cooling adjacent containers if a
BESS fire were to occur onsite, as the Tesla Industrial Lithium-Ion Battery Emergency
Response Guide recommends allowing an affected unit to consume itself and not to
apply water to a burning unit.

In the unlikely circumstance of a BESS fire, the project stormwater design does not
include containment of runoff possibly impacted by thermal chemical byproducts.
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However, COC BIO-11, in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, would require
development of a BESS Fire Monitoring and Management Plan that would evaluate the
impact of a BESS fire to local wildlife. Implementation of such a plan could also inform
CEC staff of the general impact to the local drainage area. Therefore, no changes to the
Staff Assessment are necessary.

15-36. CEC staff acknowledges the comment. See response to Comment Letter 15-34.
As shown in Figure 4.4-2 in Section 4.4, Worker Safety and Fire Protection, the
overall utility-scale BESS failure rate has sharply decreased while the global installed
capacity has dramatically increased. The “Transportation Safety Issues” subsection in
Section 4.4, Worker Safety and Fire Protection, details past incidents and requires
COC WORKER SAFETY-7, which requires numerous engineering controls for the
proposed BESS including requiring that Li-ion batteries are shipped with a maximum of
30 percent state of charge (SOC). This measure would reduce the likelihood of a
thermal runaway incident and reduce the energy of any fire if one occurred during
transportation. Therefore, no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

15-37. CEC staff acknowledges the comment. See response to Comment Letters 15-34,
15-35 and 15-36. COC WORKER SAFETY-7 requires that Li-ion batteries are shipped
with a maximum of 30 percent SOC. This measure would reduce the likelihood of a
thermal runaway incident and reduce the energy of any fire if one occurred during
transportation. BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #1 and BHS Buffer and
Relocated BESS Alternative #2 analyzed a relocated BESS facility with greater setback
from I-15 reducing the risk of a highway closure or impeded emergency response.
Therefore, no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

15-38. CEC staff acknowledges the comment. See response to Comment Letters 15-34,
15-35, 15-36, and 15-37. Therefore, no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

15-39. The “Energy Storage Technology Overview” subsection in Section 4.4, Worker
Safety and Fire Protection, provides details on Li-ion batteries and associated safety
and thermal stability.

15-40. CEC staff acknowledges the comment. See response to Comment Letter 26-6.
Subsection 8.6.2, “Alternative Battery Energy Storage Technologies” in Section 8,
Alternatives, analyzed various battery chemistries. As stated in the subsection 8.6.2,
“Alternative Battery Energy Storage Technologies”, non-lithium BESS technologies are
not a feasible alternative for the project due to issues with scalability, cost, and storage
duration. Li-ion batteries are currently nearly the exclusive battery chemistry deployed
for grid-scale BESS due to their markedly improved safety record compared with other
viable chemistries available for potential commercial BESS applications. Improved
industry practices and enhanced systems, including battery management systems are
employed to deliver improved safety margins. See Section 4.4, Worker Safety and
Fire Protection and COCs WORKER SAFETY-1 through WORKER SAFETY-10 for
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CEC staff’s analysis of battery safety. Therefore, no changes to the Staff Assessment
are necessary.

15-41 and 15-42. The applicant estimates 319 acre-feet (AF) for project construction
over an 18-month period (or about 2.13 acre-feet per year [AFY]). Operational water
use is estimated at 5.6 AFY. These values are less than 1,000 to 2,000 AF during
construction and 600 AFY for project operations.

CEC staff agrees that the local aquifer of the Soda Mountain groundwater subbasin has
not been extensively studied and such aquifers are delicate. However, the applicant and
previous developers have advanced numerous soil borings, geophysical analysis and
aquifer testing using test wells. COCs WATER-5 and WATER-6 will include a program
that would monitor groundwater level and quality utilizing nine monitoring wells and
five production wells that would inform CEC staff if adverse water chemistry or
overdraft effects were occurring as a result of groundwater withdrawal. Well
installation, the groundwater monitoring program, and a calculation of a safe yield,
would be conducted to comply with the San Bernardino County Desert Groundwater
Management Ordinance (DGMO). In addition, use of groundwater would be strictly
reported and restricted to proposed amounts per COC WATER-7. Therefore, based on
the existing analyses, monitoring requirements, and compliance measures, no changes
to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

Regarding the spring at Zzyzx and the endangered Mojave tui Chub, current evidence
indicates that there is limited transfer between the Soda Mountain groundwater
subbasin and the greater Soda Lake groundwater basin, and that the Zzyzx spring is
recharged from the eastern flank of the Soda Mountains. Therefore, based on the
available evidence regarding groundwater flow and spring recharge sources, no
changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

Regarding the request for an additional supplemental staff assessment, CEC staff
reviewed the modifications to stormwater control design and determined that the
changes would not warrant a supplemental staff assessment. The proposed
modifications would divert flash flood runoff around critical facilities, such as the BESS
and the substation. PV panel stands would be deep enough to account for a flash flood
event.

15-43. The commenter states that the staff-recommended environmentally superior
alternative would reduce the project footprint and provide a buffer between the solar
facility and the desert BHS connectivity corridor and relocate the BESS away from
sensitive habitat. The commenter states that this alternative could increase visual
impacts due to a longer gen-tie line and asserts that the buffer would not effectively
protect desert BHS because the species also uses areas with slopes less than 10
percent. CEC staff disagrees with this comment and edits have been made to
subsection 8.7, “Alternatives Selected for Analysis and Comparison to the Project,” in
Section 8, Alternatives, that address the implementation of a 0.25-mile BHS buffer,
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through close coordination with California’s biological resources agency, CDFW.
Additionally, Section 8, Alternatives, states that under the BHS Buffer and Relocated
BESS Alternative #2, the BESS facility would be relocated farther away from I-15 and
the length of the gen-tie segment would be reduced. However, given the scale of the
overall facility and associated visual characteristics, and despite the imposition of COCs,
visual resource impacts under the BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2 would
remain significant and unavoidable.

15-44. The commenter states that BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2 would
lessen but not avoid significant impacts and that project approval would require
adoption of a Statement of Overriding Considerations, which the commenter states is
unacceptable. Subsection 11.2, “Discussion of Significant Environmental Impacts That
Cannot be Avoided or Mitigated and Project Benefits,” in Section 11, Override
Findings and Recommendations, states that a Statement of Overriding
Consideration is only needed for impacts to Visual Resources. No additional response is
required and no changes to Section 8, Alternatives, are necessary in response to this
comment because the comment does not raise any significant environmental issues
beyond those addressed in Section 8, Alternatives, or Section 11, Override
Findings and Recommendations.

15-45. This comment is addressed by CEC staff’s analysis presented in Section 5.15,
Visual Resources, specifically subsection 5.15.1, “Environmental Setting,” subsection
5.15.2.2, "Direct and Indirect Impacts,” and Table 5.15-2, “Project Consistency with
Plans, Policies, and Regulations.” With regard to the commenter’s opinion questioning
CEC staff’s conclusion that the project would not be seen from the Old Spanish National
Historic Trail (OSNHT), in spite of its distance of 3.4 miles from the project site, the lack
of project visibility from the OSNHT is due to the screening provided by intervening
terrain as documented in the Viewshed Analysis presented as Figure 5.15-3 and
discussed in subsection 5.15.2.2, “"Direct and Indirect Impacts,” and Table 5.15-2 in
Section 5.15, Visual Resources, of the Staff Assessment. With regard to the
commenter’s statements regarding the lack of a Comprehensive Management Plan for
the OSNHT, the OSNHT is located solely on federal lands and is jointly administered by
BLM and NPS. As such, the preparation of a Comprehensive Management Plan for the
OHNHT is beyond the purview of the CEC. No additional response is required and no
changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary in response to this comment because
the comment does not raise any new significant environmental issues.

Comment Letter 16 — Melanie Branson, Kerncrest Audubon Society (TN

268831)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.
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Response to Comment Letter 16 (TN 268831)

16-1, 16-2, 16-3, and 16-4. Section 5.2, Biological Resources, of the Staff
Assessment adequately disclosed potential impacts to common and sensitive avian
species and cumulative impacts to these species. The analysis disclosed the importance
of perennial springs in the Soda Mountains and other important migratory pathways for
birds. The analysis also included a discussion that birds could be at risk from collisions
with solar panels, transmission lines, and other structures. To reduce and monitor these
impacts, CEC staff proposed COC BIO-19 (Bird and Bat Conservation Plan), which
includes 5 years of post-construction monitoring and the implementation of adaptive
management measures should aquatic avian species be detected within the facility.
Therefore, based on the comprehensive analysis and the mitigation measures proposed,
no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

Comment Letter 17 — Pat Flanagan, Morongo Basin Conservation Association
(TN 268832)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 17 (TN 268832)

17-1. CEC staff acknowledges the comment regarding “dust generation in the Mojave
Desert when soils are disturbed during the construction, operation, and following
shutdown of utility solar projects.” Section 5.1, Air Quality, of the Staff Assessment
addressed fugitive dust generated by construction and operation of the project on
pages 5.1-21 through 5.1-38. CEC staff also developed COCs AQ-SC1 to AQ-SC7 to
ensure effective and comprehensive best practices for avoiding air quality impacts
during construction and operation including impacts from fugitive dust. Furthermore, in
Section 5.2, Biological Resources, on page 5.12-100, CEC staff states,

“with implementation of staff’s proposed COCs BIO-8 through BIO-13 and WATER-
1 through WATER-3, and WATER-9 impacts to sensitive natural communities and
native vegetation would be reduced to less than significant. Impacts from fugitive dust
would be mitigated by implementation of staff’s proposed COC AQ-SC3 which includes
but is not limited to wind erosion control techniques, watering roads and or stabilizing
them with soil binders. Dust suppressants would be durable non-toxic soil stabilizers,
and many other activity-specific control measures would be applied to reduce fugitive
dust and to ensure activities do not create visible dust emissions during

construction.” COC AQ-SC7 would also require preparation and implementation of an
Operations Dust Control Plan, which would include operational dust suppression and
wind erosion controls, stabilization of regularly used unpaved roads and disturbed off-
road areas with durable non-toxic soil stabilizers or equivalent measures, ongoing
inspection and maintenance, restrictions on use of unpaved roads, and vehicle speed
limits designed to avoid visible dust emissions. AQ-SC7 also requires that operational
fugitive dust controls meet the performance standards of AQ-SC3 and AQ-SC4 and
that the plan be reviewed and approved before commercial operation begins. To
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address the eventual shutdown of utility solar projects, the project would also be
responsible for the decommissioning of the facilities. COC COM-15 (Facility Closure
Planning) would be the condition related to decommissioning and is described on pages
9-18 through 9-20 in Section 9, Compliance Conditions and Compliance
Monitoring Plan, of the Staff Assessment. COC COM-15 requires that no less than
one year (or other Compliance Project Manager [CPM]-approved date) prior to initiating
a permanent facility closure, the project owner shall submit for CEC review and
approval a Final Closure Plan. COC COM-15 requires the Final Closure Plan to include,
among other things, the identification and assessment of all potential direct, indirect,
and cumulative impacts, including soil erosion and air quality degradation, as well as
the development of mitigation measures to reduce significant adverse impacts to a less-
than-significant level. Section 5.2, Biological Resources, of the Staff Assessment
also addressed the importance of soil crusts. Specifically, the Staff Assessment noted
that biological soil crusts play an important and sometimes complex role in arid
ecosystems and these form from the interaction of bacteria, algae, fungi, lichen, and
other organisms with soil particles (Perkins et al. 2018). The loss of delicate cryptobiotic
soil crusts, which retain moisture and nutrients, can take decades to recover, if at all.
Areas within the solar arrays that are proposed for drive and crush construction
techniques would retain vegetation however, these areas could be subject to extensive
damage due to repeated vehicle traffic which can break stems, uproot plants, compact
soils, and reduce plant survival. In addition, CEC staff proposed COC BIO-8 (Vegetation
Management Plan) to salvage and manage topsoil and soil crusts where grading would
occur and utilize this material during post construction restoration. Sand transport is
also expected to be maintained post construction through the preservation of the large
channels located between the arrays and the many ephemeral drainages by allowing
sediment to pass through the project site.

17-2. CEC staff acknowledges the comment regarding “the ability of the desert to
sequester carbon underground for millennia when left undisturbed.” Based on the net
ecosystem exchange rate of 1,000 kg C/ha/year in creosote bajada scrub reported in
California Desert’s Role in 30x30, the document provided by the commenter, CEC staff
estimates the worst-case carbon sequestration loss associated with vegetation removal
across the 2,112 acres of disturbed land at the project site to be 3,131.7 MTCO: per
year. However, as explained in detail below, the GHG impacts conclusions would not
change and no revisions to Section 5.3, Climate Change and Greenhouse Gas
Emissions, are required in response to this comment.

The above carbon sequestration loss estimate is based on a conservative worst-case
assumption that vegetation at the project site would be completely removed and would
not regrow over time. However, several factors indicate that this scenario represents an
upper-bound estimate. As described in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, on page
5.2-99, the applicant has proposed to restore temporarily disturbed areas and use drive
and crush construction methods in the solar arrays. To reduce impacts on native
vegetation and allow for preservation of some habitat value in the solar arrays after
construction, the applicant has proposed to use an advanced technology, that
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minimizes grading under the solar field (RE 2025cc). During installation of these units,
specialized construction equipment would drive and crush vegetation rather than
physically removing the vegetation. In addition, COC BIO-8 would require revegetation
to stabilize the disturbed area.

The solar photovoltaic (PV) panels may also foster a cooler microclimate by shielding
the ground from direct sunlight. This shading effect can help preserve soil moisture and
support vegetation growth, thereby enhancing the land’s carbon sequestration
potential. Considering the above-mentioned factors, CEC staff anticipates that the net
carbon sequestration loss at the project site would be mitigated and the actual annual
loss would likely be well below the conservative estimate of 3,131.7 MTCO_/year.

CEC staff also acknowledges the commenter’s concern regarding the potential release
of inorganic carbon stored as calcites. However, as noted in the California Desert’s Role
in 30x30, quantifying deeply buried carbon in these highly heterogeneous landscapes
remains challenging. The irregular distribution of caliche, which varies based on
topography, root depth, and rainfall, precludes a defensible site-specific estimate at this
time. In addition, the applicant proposed drive and crush construction method would
limit surface disturbance primarily to the topsoil, leaving deeper calcite layers largely
intact. Furthermore, required revegetation under COC BIO-8, along with the natural
cooling benefits from the solar PV panels, would help restore vegetation and biological
activity at the site. These factors would further reduce any potential long-term carbon
sequestration loss.

In addition, carbon-reduction benefits of the proposed solar PV and BESS facility would
significantly outweigh any potential site-level loss of natural carbon sequestration. As
analyzed in detail in Section 5.3, Climate Change and Greenhouse Gas
Emissions, the project would avoid greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions of about 75,196
MTCOze/year by displacing electricity generated from natural gas power plants. This
avoided emission benefit is significantly greater than the conservative worst-case
estimate of 3,131.7 MTCO,/year for potential sequestration loss.

In conclusion, while the project may cause a minor and temporary disruption of
localized carbon sequestration, the project’s long-term GHG reduction benefits achieved
through the solar PV and BESS operations, combined with revegetation requirements
and reduced disturbance construction methods, would substantially outweigh any
potential loss of carbon sequestration at the project site. Given the uncertainties
associated with estimating calcite-related carbon release and the mitigation measures
proposed by the applicant, the GHG impacts conclusions would not change and no
revisions to Section 5.3, Climate Change and Greenhouse Gas Emissions, are
required in response to this comment.
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Comment Letter 18 — Arch McCulloch, Morongo Basin Conservation
Association (TN 268838)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 18 (TN 268838)

18-1 and 18-2. CEC staff identified significant and unavoidable impacts to desert BHS
from the construction and operation of the proposed project. Please see Master
Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff
Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and CEC staff’s
recommendation to adopt a 0.25-mile buffer alternative.

18-3 through 18-6. Section 5.2, Biological Resources, of the Staff Assessment
disclosed, analyzed and mitigated potential impacts to desert tortoise, American badger,
burrowing owl, and Mojave fringe-toed lizard. See responses to Comment Letter 13-10
for a discussion of translocation impacts. Therefore, based on the analysis and
mitigation measures already provided, no changes to the Staff Assessment are
necessary.

18-7. As described in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, of the Staff Assessment,
the project site has been subject to a series of botanical surveys by experts. CEC staff
also reviewed historic surveys that were conducted for each iteration of the proposed
project prior to the applicant participating in the Opt-In program. CEC staff determined
the data adequate for the purposes of CEQA. Therefore, based on the adequacy of the
survey data and staff’s review, no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

18-8. The commenter expresses concern that disturbance of desert soils during
construction and operation could result in windblown dust affecting the community of
Baker and travelers on Interstate 15. Section 5.1, Air Quality, of the Staff
Assessment evaluates fugitive dust emissions and includes COCs to address wind
erosion. Please see response to Comment Letter 17-1. Staff reviewed the video in the
link provided in the comment. The project associated with the video was not a project
licensed by the CEC, so CEC staff cannot speculate if the same level of dust mitigation
was adopted by the licensing body for this project. Therefore, based on the analysis
and existing mitigation requirements, no changes to the Staff Assessment are
necessary.

18-9. The commenter is seeking clarity on the amount of acres that will be impacted by
grading and whether disturbance is only counted for the bases of the solar panels and
other related equipment. Construction of the proposed Project would result in direct
and indirect impacts from grading and drive and crush construction techniques. As
described in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, construction would result in
approximately 71.74 acres of permanent loss and 2003.21 acres of temporary loss from
grading, construction of roads, and other infrastructure that would occur in areas
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supporting the solar arrays. The commenter asked the question — “How are you going
to mitigate the dust problem you have just created?” The comment raises concerns
regarding dust. Please see response to Comment Letter 17-1. Therefore, based on the
analysis of disturbance acreage and the dust mitigation measures addressed in the Staff
Assessment, no changes to the SA are necessary.

18-10 through 18-12. The commenter states: A traditional way to control dust is by
spreading water over it. Given abundant sunlight, low humidity, and wind, the water
must be applied in large amounts and often. (Aratina [a solar facility near Boron,
California] reportedly applies water multiple times per day, and the dust still blows.)

= This project was denied water by San Bernardino County.
e The applicant is currently getting water by truck from an offsite private well.

1. Will this amount be adequate for construction, as well as for daily
maintenance/dust control during operation?

2. Has the impact of projected water withdrawal on the local aquifer (from the
private well) been assessed?

3. The expenditure of carbon and Green House Gas emissions due to trucking the
water”

It is CEC staff understanding that the commenter is responding to outdated
information. Currently, the primary water supply the applicant has proposed to use for
the project is groundwater produced from up to five on-site wells. The applicant has
also proposed to use an off-site private groundwater well as an alternative, or
additional, water supply. According to applicant estimates, the operational water
demand of 5.6 acre-feet per year (AFY) would include water for dust control. Based on
the properties of the groundwater basins involved and aquifer testing of existing and
test wells, both water sources would be able to accommodate construction and
operational water demand. The impact of projected water withdrawal for both water
sources has been assessed. Moreover, since both water sources are located in
unadjudicated groundwater basins and within unincorporated areas of San Bernardino
County, groundwater withdrawal from both water source locations would need to
comply with the Desert Groundwater Management County Ordinance. The scenario of
trucking water from the off-site private well to the project site is discussed in Section
5.3, Climate Change and Greenhouse Gas Emissions, and Section 5.14,
Transportation, of the Staff Assessment, as well as the applicant’s revised Air Quality
and Greenhouse Gas Technical Report (Dated October 25, 2025, TN 266920).
Therefore, based on the updated water supply information, groundwater impact
analyses, and the evaluations already included in the Staff Assessment, no changes to
the Staff Assessment are necessary.

18-13. CEC staff acknowledges this comment. No response is required and no changes
are necessary because it does not raise any new significant environmental issues.
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Comment Letter 19 — Christina Aiello, Wildlands Network (TN 268863)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 19 (TN 268863)

19-1 through 19-3. The commenter states that the Staff Assessment did not incorporate
or adequately address the recommendations and analyses the commenter previously
submitted regarding desert BHS habitat and buffers. The commenter states that the
Staff Assessment relies on a 0.25-mile buffer from areas with slopes greater than

10 percent, which the commenter asserts is based on outdated information and not
supported by current research. The commenter further states that the information and
mitigation measures they submitted, including a proposed 0.62- to 1.24-mile buffer,
represent the best available science and should be adopted to reduce impacts to desert
BHS. CEC staff disagrees with this comment. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS
Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential
impacts to desert BHS and the recommendation to adopt the proposed 0.25-mile BHS
buffer alternative. Additionally, edits have been made to subsections 8.6.5, “"Desert
Bighorn Sheep Wildlife Buffer and Project Delay Alternatives,” and 8.7.2, “"BHS Buffer
and Relocated BESS Alternative #1,” in Section 8, Alternatives, to address the
feasibility of both the 0.62- and 1.24-mile buffers and the reasoning for choosing a
0.25-mile buffer for the preferred alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS
Alternative #2).

19-4 through 19-7. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides
an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
the recommendation to adopt the proposed 0.25-mile BHS buffer alternative.

Comment Letter 20 — Stacy Goss, Desert Survivors (TN 268864)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 20 (TN 268864)

20-1. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
the adoption of proposed buffers and identified alternative, and Master Response 2
(Discussion of Impacts to Sensitive Species of Wildlife), which provides an explanation
of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of impacts to sensitive plants and wildlife and the
CEC staff proposed conditions of certification that would reduce impacts where feasible.

20-2. The commenter believes that the project would blight the vistas of the greater
region. The comment is a conclusory statement unsupported by facts, reasonable
assumptions based on facts, or expert opinion supported by facts necessitating a
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different conclusion than the one reached in the Staff Assessment. Therefore, no
additional response is required and no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

Comment Letter 21 — Conservation Organizations [Amargosa Conservancy,
Basin and Range Watch, California Desert Coalition, California Native Plant
Society, CalWild, Center for Biological Diversity, Conservation Lands
Foundation, Defenders of Wildlife, Desert Advocacy Media Network, Friends
of the Amargosa Basin, Friends of the Inyo, Mojave Desert Land Trust,
National Parks Conservation Association, Sierra Club, and Western

Watersheds Project] (TN 268865)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 21 (TN 268865)

21-1. The commenter states that the project site is not located within a DRECP-
designated Development Focus Area, which is consistent with the analysis in Section
5.8, Land Use. No additional response is required, and no changes are necessary
because the comment does not raise any new significant environmental issues. Please
also see Master Response 3 (The Proposed Project is Not Located in a DFA of the
DRECP) for additional information.

21-2. The commenter states the application has “failed to advance under 3 different
owners, and recently flipped to its 4th owner, New Jersey-based VC Renewables.” No
response is required and no changes are necessary because it does not raise any
significant environmental issues.

21-3. The commenter states the U.S. National Park Service has opposed this project for
over a decade. No response is required and no changes are necessary because it does
not raise any significant environmental issues.

21-4. CEC staff acknowledges that the commenter states that the project was rejected
by the San Bernardino County Board of Supervisors in 2016. No response is required
and no changes are necessary because it does not raise any significant environmental
issues.

21-5 through 21-8. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers) which provides
an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
the adoption of the 0.25-mile buffer for the preferred alternative (BHS Buffer and
Relocated BESS Alternative #2).

21-9. The commenter states that the 300 MW generation capacity is an objective of the
applicant and is not based on any statutory or regulatory requirement, and cannot be
used to confine the range of available alternatives considered and analyzed. CEQA
requires evaluating alternatives that could feasibly accomplish most of the basic
objectives of the project and could avoid or substantially lessen one or more of the
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significant effects. The proposed 300 MW capacity reflects the scale necessary for the
project to achieve its basic objectives and provides a framework for identifying and
analyzing a reasonable range of alternatives.

21-10. The commenter requests that alternative project site locations reportedly
considered but dismissed be identified in a supplement to the Staff Assessment. The
commenter states that this information would be appropriate given the availability of
Development Focus Areas designated under the DRECP for solar development and
identifies the Ivanpah Solar Generating Station site as a potential alternative location.
CEC staff disagrees with this comment. As addressed in subsection 8.6.4, “Alternative
Project Site,” in Section 8, Alternatives, three alternate site categories were
evaluated: BLM-administered public lands, private land, and brownfields or degraded
lands. CEC staff reviewed the applicant’s analysis and conducted desktop reviews of
available real estate and U.S. EPA contaminated sites and reached the conclusion that
these alternative project sites would not feasibly support the basic objectives of the
project or reasonably be expected to avoid or substantially reduce its significant
impacts. No response is required and no changes are necessary because the comment
does not raise any significant environmental issues related to the adequacy of the Staff
Assessment.

21-11. The commenter requests that CEC staff analyzes an additional project alternative
in a supplement to the Staff Assessment that incorporates mitigation measures
identified in a report by Dr. Aiello, including a 0.62- to 1.24-mile buffer from areas with
slopes greater than 10 percent, delaying construction until desert BHS movement
across a planned wildlife crossing is established, and reassessing mitigation measures
after wildlife use of the crossing is confirmed. The commenter further requests that this
alternative be identified as the Environmentally Superior Alternative under CEQA. CEC
staff agrees with this comment in part as staff agrees an additional alternative that
incorporates the mitigation measures identified by Dr. Aiello be analyzed, but staff does
not agree that this analysis be included in a supplement to the Staff Assessment. Please
see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff
Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS, and the recommended
adoption of the 0.25-mile buffer for the preferred alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated
BESS Alternative #2. Additionally, edits have been made to subsections 8.6.5 and 8.7.2
in Section 8, Alternatives, to address the feasibility of both the 0.62- and 1.24-mile
buffers and the reasoning for choosing a 0.25-mile buffer for the preferred alternative
(BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2).

21-12. The commenter states their belief that the identified alternative is reasonable
because it would provide greater assurance that impacts to desert BHS would meet the
CEQA standard for full mitigation of direct and indirect impacts. CEC staff agrees with
this comment. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an
explanation the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and the
recommended 0.25-mile buffer for the preferred alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated
BESS Alternative #2). No additional response is required and no changes to Section 8,
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Alternatives, are necessary because the comment does not raise any significant
environmental issues relative to Section 8, beyond those already addressed in it.

21-13. CEC staff acknowledges the comment that the project site is located on public
land managed by the BLM and is within an area designated as General Public Lands
under DRECP and that this was “confirmed” in the Staff Assessment. A list of the
applicable land use designations and the proposed project components that would be
located within each designation is provided in Section 5.8, Land Use, in the Staff
Assessment. The DRECP is also discussed in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, in
the Staff Assessment, which notes that the majority of the project area is located on
DRECP General Public Lands with the gen-tie alignment located within an ACEC. No
additional response is required and no changes are necessary because it does not raise
any significant environmental issues related to the adequacy of the Staff Assessment.

Comment Letter 22 — Mason Osgood, National Park Conservation Association
(TN 268866)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 22 (TN 268866)

22-1. CEC staff acknowledges the commenter’s disagreement with the analysis and
conclusions presented in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, and Section 5.15,
Visual Resources. The comment does not include facts, reasonable assumptions
based on facts, or other evidence supporting a different conclusion than the one
reached in the Staff Assessment. Therefore, no changes are necessary.

22-2 and 22-3. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
the adoption of the 0.25-mile buffer for the preferred alternative (BHS Buffer and
Relocated BESS Alternative #2).

The commenter states that the Staff Assessment improperly selected a 0.25-mile desert
BHS buffer despite recognizing significant impacts to the species and recommendations
from BHS researchers. The commenter states that CEQA requires evaluation of a
reasonable range of feasible alternatives and asserts that CEC staff should analyze
alternatives incorporating the mitigation measures identified in the Aiello report. The
commenter further states that smaller-scale solar and energy storage projects are
feasible under the CEC Opt-In process and provides examples of smaller solar and
storage facilities developed in California and elsewhere. CEC staff agrees with this
comment and edits have been made to subsections 8.6.5, “"Desert Bighorn Sheep
Wildlife Buffer and Project Delay Alternatives,” and 8.7.2, “BHS Buffer and Relocated
BESS Alternative #1,” in Section 8, Alternatives to address the feasibility of
alternatives (including 0.62- and 1.24-mile buffers) and the reasoning for choosing a
0.25-mile buffer for the preferred alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS
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Alternative #2), including the requirement of a project alternative to meet the basic
project objectives while eliminating or decreasing the severity of significant impacts.

22-4. This comment restates the CEC staff’s analysis and conclusions presented in
subsection 5.15.1, “"Environmental Setting,” subsection 5.15.2.2, "Direct and Indirect
Impacts,” and Table 5.15-2 Project Consistency with Plans, Policies, and Regulations,
in Section 5.15, Visual Resources. Those conclusions include the identification of
significant and unavoidable impacts to desert landscapes and scenic values in the area.
Regarding the commenter’s concern as to impacts on views from the Mojave National
Preserve, as discussed in subsection 5.15.2.2, "Direct and Indirect Impacts,” the
project’s limited impact on scenic vistas is based on the evaluation that the project
would not be located within a formally designated scenic vista and would be
substantially screened from view from the Mojave National Preserve due to intervening
terrain as illustrated in the viewshed analysis presented as Figure 5.15-3. Further,
while the applicant’s visual resources technical report (VRTR) was analyzed, CEC staff
did not rely on the VRTR conclusions in preparing the Staff Assessment. Finally, given
that the comment presents no facts or other evidence supporting different conclusions
than the ones reached in the Staff Assessment, no changes are necessary.

22-5. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
the adoption of the proposed 0.25-mile buffer for the preferred alternative (BHS Buffer
and Relocated BESS Alternative #2). See previous response to Comment Letter 22-4
regarding visual resources.

The commenter states that the Staff Assessment did not adequately consider
alternatives incorporating the mitigation measures recommended by BHS researchers
and asserts that alternatives should be evaluated that better address potential impacts
to desert BHS. CEC staff agrees with this comment and edits have been made to
subsections 8.6.5, “Desert Bighorn Sheep Wildlife Buffer and Project Delay
Alternatives,” and 8.7.2, “BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #1,” in Section
8, Alternatives to address the feasibility of alternatives (including alternative sites and
the recommended 0.62- and 1.24-mile buffers) and the reasoning for choosing a 0.25-
mile buffer for the preferred alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative
#2), including the requirement of a project alternative to meet the basic project
objectives while eliminating or decreasing the severity of significant impacts.

The commenter also states that additional alternatives should consider visual resource
concerns associated with the project’s proximity to wilderness areas and Mojave
National Preserve. CEC staff disagrees with this comment. As described in Section
5.15, Visual Resources, “while informal scenic vistas may be available from the Soda
Mountain Wilderness and Mojave National Preserve, much of the project would be
substantially screened by intervening terrain,” as shown in the viewshed analysis
(Figure 5.15-2). In addition, “given the low profile of the solar arrays, intervening
terrain, considerable viewing distance, and atmospheric conditions, the project would
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have minimal to no visual impact on views from the [Mojave National] Preserve’
(Section 5.15, Visual Resources, p. 5.15-68). However, visual resource impacts
associated with the proposed SMSP would remain significant and unavoidable due to
changes in visual character and the introduction of industrial-scale features within the
broader landscape. CEC Staff concluded that there are no feasible alternatives that
would avoid or substantially lessen these significant impacts while meeting the project’s
basic objectives. Alternative sites were considered but not evaluated further because no
viable locations were identified that met the project’s siting and infrastructure
requirements. Accordingly, no additional alternatives were evaluated further for visual
resources.

Comment Letter 23 — Brendan Wilce, California Native Plant Society (TN

268870)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 23 (TN 268870)

23-1. CEC staff acknowledges that the commenter opposes the project. The comment is
a conclusory statement unsupported by facts, reasonable assumptions based on facts,
or expert opinion supported by facts necessitating a different conclusion than the one
reached in the Staff Assessment. Therefore, no additional response is required and no
changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

23-2. The information provided in this comment is consistent with the setting and
analyses in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, and Section 5.8, Land Use. Please
see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff
Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of the
proposed 0.25-mile buffer for the preferred alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS
Alternative #2). Please also see Master Response 3 (The Proposed Project is Not
Located in a DFA of the DRECP), which describes staff’s acknowledgement of the
project site being proposed outside of a Development Focus Area.

23-3. See response to Comment Letter 21-10.

23-4, 23-5, 23-6, 23-7, and 23-9. The commenter states that the development of
various biological resource plans linked to conditions of certification should not be
deferred and should be made available for public review prior to project approval. The
development of proposed plans are appropriately finalized after project approval
because these plans rely on actual on the ground conditions near the time of
construction to maximize their effectiveness. As indicated in the “Verification” portion of
the COCs, the CEC CPM, in coordination with CDFW, would review and approve the
plans and would ensure compliance with the approved plans. While final plan approval
would be after project certification, COC BIO-13 requires that each plan contains
ample details, definitions, performance criteria, metrics, and other plan elements to
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inform the public as to the nature of these plans and how they support project
mitigation. CEC staff disagrees that these conditions are deferred mitigation or are
inconsistent with CEQA.

23-8. The commenter states that the term “feasible” should be defined and that
avoidance of sensitive plants should be prioritized over mitigation. The term feasible is
defined and applied consistent with CEQA. CEQA defines feasible as “capable of being
accomplished in a successful manner within a reasonable period of time, taking into
account economic, environmental, legal, social, and technological factors” (Public
Resources Code § 21061.1; CEQA Guidelines § 15364). This definition has been applied
throughout the analysis in determining appropriate impact avoidance, minimization, and
mitigation measures. As clarified in the CEQA Guidelines, avoidance of environmental
impacts is the preferred approach where feasible, followed by minimization, and then
mitigation for residual impacts that cannot be feasibly avoided (CEQA Guidelines
§8§15021(a)(2), 15126.4(a)(1)). The project’s biological resources mitigation framework
is consistent with these requirements. Consistent with CEQA’s preference for avoidance,
the project incorporates conditions of certification that prioritize avoidance of sensitive
plant resources to the maximum extent feasible. These measures include, but are not
limited to, completion of preconstruction botanical surveys conducted by a qualified
botanist during appropriate blooming periods, refinement of work area boundaries, and
the establishment of avoidance buffers around sensitive plant occurrences where
avoidance is feasible based on site conditions and project engineering constraints.

As described in the Staff Assessment, only California Rare Plant Rank (CRPR) List 4
species were detected, which are considered plants of limited distribution and are not
afforded the same level of regulatory protection as CRPR List 1A, 1B, or 2 species under
CEQA. Nonetheless, the Staff Assessment includes conservative and prescriptive
measures that exceed baseline requirements for CRPR List 4 species by requiring
avoidance where feasible and implementation of minimization and mitigation measures
where avoidance is not feasible.

In addition, staff's proposed COC BIO-12 (Special-Status Plant Avoidance Measures)
includes contingency provisions requiring additional protective measures if State or
federally listed, CRPR List 1B or List 2 plant species are detected during preconstruction
surveys. This approach ensures that mitigation remains commensurate with the
biological significance of resources actually present, consistent with CEQA's requirement
that mitigation measures be both effective and proportional to the impact.

Therefore, the CEC’s determinations regarding the definition and application of
feasibility, the prioritization of avoidance of sensitive plant resources where feasible,
and the incorporation of enforceable mitigation measures sufficient to reduce potential
impacts to less than significant levels, are supported by substantial evidence in the
record.
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Please see responses to Comment Letters 23-4, 23-5, 23-6, 23-7, and 23-9 for a
discussion of the suitability of finalizing project plans after the completion of CEQA.

23-10. See Master Response 2 (Discussion of Impacts to Sensitive Species of Wildlife)
and responses to Comment Letter 17, 23-4, 24-3, 24-5, 23-6, 23-7, and 23-9.

Comment Letter 24 — Benjamin Zuckerman (TN 268141)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 24 (TN 268141)

24-1. The comment is a conclusory statement unsupported by facts, reasonable
assumptions based on facts, or expert opinion supported by facts necessitating a
different conclusion than the one reached in the Staff Assessment. Therefore, no
additional response is required and no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

Comment Letter 25 — Elizabeth Epstein (TN 268581)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 25 (TN 268581)

25-1. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BBHS Buffers), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
the adoption of the proposed 0.25-mile buffer for the preferred alternative (BHS Buffer
and Relocated BESS Alternative #2).

Comment Letter 26 — Elizabeth Roboson (TN 268759)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 26 (TN 268759)

26-1. The commenter’s preference for the selection of the No Project/No Build
Alternative is noted. Section 8, Alternatives, of the Staff Assessment evaluates a
reasonable range of alternatives to the project including the No Project/No Build
Alternative. No additional response is required, and no changes are necessary because
it does not raise any significant environmental issues related to the adequacy of the
Staff Assessment.

26-2. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
the adoption of proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2.
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26-3. This comment restates the Staff’s conclusions presented in Section 5.15.1
Environmental Setting, Section 5.15.2.2 Direct and Indirect Impacts, and Table 5.15-2
Project Consistency with Plans, Policies, and Regulations, Section 5.15, Visual
Resources.

26-4. Impacts to desert tortoise, Mojave fringe-toed lizard, American badger, desert kit
foxes, and burrowing owls were disclosed, analyzed, and mitigated in the Staff
Assessment. Although the project would result in the displacement of desert tortoises
from the solar arrays it would not block connectivity for the species. Existing pathways
would persist between the arrays to accommodate the movement of desert tortoise.
Mitigation for State protected or listed species including desert tortoise, desert BHS,
desert kit fox, and burrowing owl were developed in coordination with the CDFW and
meet CESA standards for listed species. In addition, because the project would allow
storm flows to pass through the site it is not expected to disrupt aeolian or hydraulically
driven and transport. Therefore, based on the disclosed impacts and the mitigation
measures developed in coordination with CDFW, no changes to the Staff Assessment
are necessary.

26-5. The Staff Assessment disclosed, evaluated and mitigated potential impacts to
Mojave tui chub. As described in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, the water
source for this pond is hydrologically distinct from any ground water that would be used
to support the construction of the proposed project. As noted in the BO for the original
Soda Mountain Project (USFWS 2016), the USGS (2014) used the results of Panorama’s
(2014a) groundwater well test to assess the potential effects of pumping groundwater
from the Soda Mountain basin and found that the proposed pumping for the Soda
Mountain Solar Project was unlikely to measurably affect discharge from nearby areas
that support Mohave tui chub. Therefore, based on the analysis and available evidence,
no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

26-6. Section 4.4, Worker Safety and Fire Protection, and Section 5.10, Public
Health, provide a detailed discussion regarding potential BESS safety hazards and
thermal runaway/fire events, including impacts to individuals traveling in vehicles on
Interstate 15.

The commenter states that the Staff Assessment did not evaluate an alternative that
eliminates lithium battery energy storage. The commenter states that such an
alternative should be considered due to concerns regarding potential thermal runaway
fires and associated impacts to public safety and the environment. CEC staff does not
agree with these comments. As discussed in the Staff Assessment Section 8,
Alternatives, subsection 8.6, “Alternatives Considered and Not Evaluated Further,”
CEC staff considered multiple non-lithium-ion electrochemical (battery) technologies as
alternatives to the proposed project. Among this type of technology, CEC staff
considered aqueous redox flow batteries (RFBs) and metal-air flow batteries. CEC staff
also considered sodium-sulfur, lead-acid, and sodium-ion batteries. These alternatives
were considered and ultimately eliminated from detailed consideration due to feasibility
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issues, failure to reduce any significant environmental impacts, or failure to meet key
project objectives such as providing a new source of energy storage that assists the
state in achieving its energy storage mandates. Therefore, no changes to the Staff
Assessment are necessary.

26-7. Please see response to Comment Letters 47-2 and 47-3 which provides additional
information regarding the analysis of the Old Spanish National Historic Trail.

26-8. The commenter states that the project site is not located within a DRECP-
designated Development Focus Area, which is consistent with the analysis in Section
5.8, Land Use. No additional response is required, and no changes are necessary
because it does not raise any significant environmental issues related to the adequacy
of the Staff Assessment. Please also see Master Response 3 (The Proposed Project is
Not Located in a DFA of the DRECP) for additional information.

26-9. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
the adoption of proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

26-10. The commenter’s preference for the selection of the No Project/No Build
Alternative is noted. Section 8, Alternatives, of the Staff Assessment evaluates a
reasonable range of alternatives to the project including the No Project/No Build
Alternative. No additional response is required, and no changes are necessary because
it does not raise any significant environmental issues related to the adequacy of the
Staff Assessment.

Comment Letter 27 — Cody Dolnick (TN 286760)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 27 (TN 286760)
27-1 through 27-9. See responses to Comment Letter 26.

Comment Letter 28 — Stephen Denham (TN 268761)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 28 (TN 268761)

28-1. The commenter’s preference for the selection of the No Project/No Build
Alternative is noted. Section 8, Alternatives, of the Staff Assessment evaluates a
reasonable range of alternatives to the project including the No Project/No Build
Alternative. No additional response is required, and no changes are necessary because
it does not raise any significant environmental issues related to the adequacy of the
Staff Assessment.
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28-2 through 28-10. See responses to Comment Letter 26.

Comment Letter 29 — Leor Kaminski (TN 268763

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 29 (TN 268763)

29-1. The comment is a conclusory statement unsupported by facts, reasonable
assumptions based on facts, or expert opinion supported by facts necessitating a
different conclusion than the one reached in the Staff Assessment. Therefore, no
additional response is required and no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

Comment Letter 30 — Teresa Skye (TN 268764)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 30 (TN 268764)
30-1 through 30-3 and 30-5 through 30-9. See responses to Comment Letter 26.

30-4. The commenter states: "7The project would extract water from 5 onsite wells
adding to a cumulative groundwater decline for the springs at Zzyzx and for the
federally endangered Mojave tui-chub. An alternative using offsite wells was not
selected.”

Per COCs WATER-5 and WATER-6, the applicant would be required to comply with
the San Bernardino County Desert Groundwater Management Ordinance (DGMO) to
protect groundwater aquifers in unincorporated and unadjudicated areas of the county.
The applicant would need to demonstrate that groundwater use for the project would
not adversely impact the Soda Mountain groundwater subbasin by calculating a safe
yield as defined in the DGMO. In addition, groundwater wells would be constructed in
compliance with the DGMO in accordance with COC WATER-5. A groundwater
monitoring program would include up to nine wells to monitor groundwater levels and
quality in accordance with COC WATER-6 and would inform CEC staff if adverse water
chemistry or overdraft effects were occurring as a result of groundwater withdrawal.
The groundwater monitoring program would comply with the requirements of the
DGMO. Use of groundwater would be strictly reported and restricted to proposed
amounts per COC WATER-7.

Regarding the spring at Zzyzx, current evidence indicates that there is limited transfer
between the Soda Mountain groundwater subbasin and the greater Soda Lake
groundwater basin, and that the Zzyzx spring is recharged from the eastern flank of the
Soda Mountains. Therefore, based on the groundwater protection requirements,
monitoring provisions, and current evidence regarding the Zzyzx spring, no changes to
the Staff Assessment are necessary.
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Comment Letter 31 — Lorainne Markoff (TN 268765)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 31 (TN 268765)

31-1 through 31-8. See responses to Comment Letter 26 and Comment Letter 30-4.

Comment Letter 32 — Brian G. Hammer (TN 268781)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 32 (TN 268781)

32-1. Please see responses to Comment Letters 17-1 and 17-2 regarding dust and
carbon sequestration. In addition, please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers),
which provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to
desert BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS
Alternative #2.

Comment Letter 33 — Frank Harris (TN 268782)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 33 (TN 268782)

33-1. CEC staff acknowledges this comment. No response is required and no changes
are necessary because it does not raise any significant environmental issues.

Comment Letter 34 — Julie Cichon (TN 268783)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 34 (TN 268783)

34-1. CEC staff acknowledges this comment. No response is required and no changes
are necessary because it does not raise any significant environmental issues.

Comment Letter 35 — Mary K. Moore (TN 268784)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 35 (TN 268784)
35-1 through 35-9. See responses to Comment Letter 26 and Comment Letter 30-4.
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Comment Letter 36 — George Silliman (TN 268787)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 36 (TN 268787)

36-1. The commenter’s preference for the selection of the No Project/No Build
Alternative is noted. Section 8, Alternatives, of the Staff Assessment evaluates a
reasonable range of alternatives to the project including the No Project/No Build
Alternative. No additional response is required, and no changes are necessary because
it does not raise any significant environmental issues related to the adequacy of the
Staff Assessment. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides
an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
the adoption of proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

Commenters are also concerned that the Soda Mountain Solar Project would affect local
water resources.

The applicant has proposed to use groundwater at the project site as a primary source
of water during project construction and operation. The applicant has also proposed to
use an off-site private groundwater well as an alternative, or additional, water supply.
With respect to the on-site groundwater resource, COCs WATER-5, WATER-6, and
WATER-7, would require the applicant to comply with the San Bernardino County
Desert Groundwater Management Ordinance (DGMO) to protect groundwater aquifers
in unincorporated and unadjudicated areas of the county. The applicant would need to
demonstrate that groundwater use for the project would not adversely impact the Soda
Mountain groundwater subbasin by calculating a safe yield as defined in the DGMO. In
addition, groundwater wells would be constructed in compliance with the DGMO in
accordance with COC WATER-5. A groundwater monitoring program would include up
to nine wells to monitor groundwater levels and quality in accordance with COC
WATER-6 and would inform CEC staff if adverse water chemistry or overdraft effects
were occurring as a result of groundwater withdrawal. The groundwater monitoring
program, and the off-site private groundwater well that might be used as an alternative
or additional water supply, would comply with the requirements of the DGMO. Use of
either on-site or off-site groundwater sources would be strictly reported and restricted
to proposed amounts per COC WATER-7. Therefore, based on the proposed water
supply, groundwater impact analysis, and the requirements included in the Staff
Assessment, no changes to the SA are necessary.

Comment Letter 37 — Pamela Nelson (TN 268795)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.
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Response to Comment Letter 37 (TN 268795)
37-1 through 37-10. See responses to Comment Letters 26 and 30-4.

Comment Letter 38 — Carol Gerratana (TN 268803)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 38 (TN 268803)

38-1. The comment is a conclusory statement unsupported by facts, reasonable
assumptions based on facts, or expert opinion supported by facts necessitating a
different conclusion than the one reached in the Staff Assessment. Therefore, no
additional response is required and no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

Regarding water resources, see responses to Comment Letter 36-1.

Comment Letter 39 — Carole Childs (TN 268817)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 39 (TN 268817)
39-1 through 39-10. See responses to Comment Letters 26 and 30-4.

Comment Letter 40 — Claire Vaye Watkins (TN 268818)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 40 (TN 268818)

40-1. The comment is a conclusory statement unsupported by facts, reasonable
assumptions based on facts, or expert opinion supported by facts necessitating a
different conclusion than the one reached in the Staff Assessment. Therefore, no
additional response is required and no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.
Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of
the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of
proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

Comment Letter 41 — Judy Branfman (TN 268819)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 41 (TN 268819)

41-1. The commenter restates the CEC staff’s analyses and conclusions presented in
Section 5.15, Visual Resources and Section 5.2, Biological Resources. The
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commenter’s preference for the selection of the No Project/No Build Alternative is
noted. Section 8, Alternatives, of the Staff Assessment evaluates a reasonable range
of alternatives to the project including the No Project/No Build Alternative. No additional
response is required, and no changes are necessary because it does not raise any
significant environmental issues.

Regarding water resources, see responses to Comment Letter 36-1.

Comment Letter 42 — Mathieu Federspiel (TN 268822)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 42 (TN 268822)
42-1 through 42-10. See responses to Comment Letters 26 and 30-4.

Comment Letter 43 — Jeff Griffin (TN 268825)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 43 (TN 268825)
43-1 through 43-9. See responses to Comment Letter 26 and 30-4.

Comment Letter 44 — Mark Carrington (TN 268826)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 44 (TN 268826)

44-1 through 44-3. The Staff Assessment disclosed, evaluated and mitigated potential
impacts to Mojave tui chub. As described in Section 5.2, Biological Resources, the
water source for this pond is hydrologically distinct from any ground water that would
be used to support the construction of the proposed project. As noted in the BO for the
original Soda Mountain Project (USFWS 2016), the USGS (2014) used the results of
Panorama’s (2014a) groundwater well test to assess the potential effects of pumping
groundwater from the Soda Mountain basin and found that the proposed pumping for
the Soda Mountain Solar Project was unlikely to measurably affect discharge from
nearby areas that support Mohave tui chub. See responses to Comment Letter 26 and
30-4.

44-4, See response to Comment Letters 15-34, 15-35, 15-36 and 15-37. See Section
4.4, Worker Safety and Fire Protection and COCs WORKER SAFETY-1 through
WORKER SAFETY-10 for staff’s risk analysis regarding the 300 MW BESS component
of the project.
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44-5. See response to Comment Letter 26-3.
44-6. See response to Comment Letter 26-7.

44-7. See response to Comment Letter 26-8.

Comment Letter 45 — Eric Smith (TN 268829)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 45 (TN 268829)
45-1 through 45-8. See responses to Comment Letter 26 and Comment Letter 30-4.

Comment Letter 46 — Kevin Kingma (TN 268837)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 46 (TN 268837)
46-1. See Response to Comment Letter 12-1.

46-2. Regarding Paragraph 1, list item 1, the Staff Assessment disclosed, evaluated and
mitigated potential impacts to Mojave tui chub. As described in Section 5.2,
Biological Resources, the water source for this pond is hydrologically distinct from
any ground water that would be used to support the construction of the proposed
project. As noted in the BO for the original Soda Mountain Project (USFWS 2016), the
USGS (2014) used the results of Panorama’s (2014a) groundwater well test to assess
the potential effects of pumping groundwater from the Soda Mountain basin and found
that the proposed pumping for the Soda Mountain Solar Project was unlikely to
measurably affect discharge from nearby areas that support Mohave tui chub.

Regarding Paragraph 2, list item 2, water resources, see responses to Comment Letter
36-1.

Regarding Paragraph 3, list item 3, see responses to Comment Letters 15-34, 15-35,
15-36 and 15-37.

Regarding Paragraph 4, list item 4, the Old Spanish National Historic Trail, please see
response to Comment Letters 15-45 above and 47-2 and 47-3 below, which provide
additional information regarding the analysis of the trail.

Regarding Paragraph 5, list item 5, the project’s visual impacts were thoroughly
evaluated from 11 representative public vantage points and a viewshed analysis. As a
result, Section 5.15, Visual Resources, of the Staff Assessment concluded that the
project would result in significant and unavoidable visual impacts. Given that the

RESPONSE TO COMMENTS
2-62



Soda Mountain Solar Project
Staff Assessment

comment does not include any facts, reasonable assumptions based on facts, or other
evidence supporting a different conclusion than the one reached in the Staff
Assessment, no changes are necessary. The Executive Director is recommending the
CEC adopt a statement of overriding considerations.

Regarding Paragraph 6, list item 6, please see response to Comment Letter 17-1
regarding dust impacts and COCs.

Therefore, no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

Comment Letter 47 — William Helmer (TN 268872)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 47 (TN 268872)

47-1. The commenter’s preference for the selection of the No Project/No Build
Alternative is noted. Section 8, Alternatives, of the Staff Assessment evaluates a
reasonable range of alternatives to the project including the No Project/No Build
Alternative. No additional response is required, and no changes are necessary because
it does not raise any significant environmental issues related to the adequacy of the
Staff Assessment.

47-2. and 47-3. The commenter expresses the opinion that the project is too close to
the Mojave National Preserve and will impact this very scenic area of the Mojave Desert
but does not provide any facts or other evidence supporting a different conclusion than
the one (that views from the Preserve would not be significantly impacted) reached in
the Staff Assessment as discussed in subsection 5.15.2.2, "Direct and Indirect Impacts,
Scenic Vista;” Figure 5.15-2 Viewshed Analysis; and Table 5.15-2 Project
Consistency with Plans, Policies, and Regulations, Mojave National Preserve General
Management Plan in Section 5.15, Visual Resources. Therefore, no changes are
necessary in response to this comment.

The commenter believes there was no analysis of the Old Spanish National Historic Trail
(OSNHT). CEC staff disagrees with this comment and conducted a review of the
relationship between the proposed Soda Mountain Solar Project and the Old Spanish
National Historic Trail, including an evaluation of the alignments of the trail relative to
the project’s Area of Potential Effects (APE). The review considered the analysis
presented in the Plan of Development, Appendix 8: Visual Analysis, as well as additional
historical mapping sources and independent research.

The Visual Analysis indicates that the nearest segment of the OSNHT is approximately
3.4 miles east of the project site and falls within the 5-mile visual analysis area;
however, no high-potential route segments, high-potential historic sites, or auto tour
routes associated with the OSNHT occur within the viewshed of the proposed project.

RESPONSE TO COMMENTS
2-63



Soda Mountain Solar Project
Staff Assessment

As a result, the analysis concluded that a detailed National Historic Trail evaluation
under BLM Manual 6280 was not required.

Additional review conducted by CEC staff considered multiple historically documented
alignments of the Old Spanish Trail, including routes located both east and west of the
project APE. Historical maps were examined to evaluate the relationship between these
alternate alignments and the project area. This review indicates that the various
alignments of the trail are located several miles from the project site and are separated
from the APE by intervening mountain ranges.

Based on this review, CEC staff determined that the proposed Soda Mountain Solar
Project would not result in direct, indirect, or visual impacts to any documented
alignment of the Old Spanish Trail. Consequently, the available information does not
support the assertion that the project would adversely affect the OSNHT or that
additional analysis is warranted beyond the evaluations already completed. Therefore,
no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary in response to this comment.

47-4. The comment is a conclusory statement unsupported by facts, reasonable
assumptions based on facts, or expert opinion supported by facts necessitating a
different conclusion than the one reached in the Staff Assessment. Therefore, no
additional response is required and no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

Comment Letter 48 — Judith Baker (TN 268873)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 48 (TN 268873)

48-1 through 48-10. The comment letter raises issues that are the same as, or
substantially similar to, those presented in Comment Letter 26. As such, the concerns
expressed have already been considered and addressed in Response to Comment 26.
See responses to Comment Letter 26. No changes to the Staff Assessment are
necessary as a result of this comment.

Comment Letter 49 — Jared Fuller (TN 268875)

Refer to bracketed comment letters in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters
and Transcript.

Response to Comment Letter 49 (TN 268875)
49-1 through 49-7. See responses to Comment Letter 26.

RESPONSE TO COMMENTS
2-64



Soda Mountain Solar Project
Staff Assessment

TABLE 2-2 COMMENTS RECEIVED DURING FEBRUARY 5, 2026, STAFF ASSESSMENT PUBLIC

MEETING
ID Commenter Affiliation Technical Area
1 | Hannah Arkin, Resolution Environmental Applicant Biological Resources, Water
Resources
2 | Dan Munsey, San Bernardino County Fire Agency Worker Safety and Fire Protection,
Protection District Public Health, Fire Risk
3 | Brandy Wood, California Department of Agency Biological Resources
Fish and Wildlife, Region 6
4 | Neal Desai, National Parks Conservation Organization Biological Resources
5 Pat Flanagan, Morongo Basin Organization Biological Resources, Soil and Water,
Conservation Association Public Health, Facility Design
6 Arch McCulloch, Morongo Basin Organization Biological Resources, Facility Design
Conservation Association
7 | Kevin Emmerich, Basin and Range Watch Organization Biological Resources, Visual
Resources, Facility Design
8 Scott Miller, Western Power Trading Organization Visual Resources, Reliability,
Forum Efficiency
9 Christina Aiello, Wildlands Network Organization Biological Resources, Facility Design,
Land Use
10 Scott Murtishaw, California Energy Organization Reliability, Efficiency, Socioeconomics
Storage Alliance
11 | Donald Priest, California Chapter of Wild Organization Biological Resources, Land Use,
Sheep Foundation Alternatives
12 Moises Cisneros, Sierra Club Organization Biological Resources, Land Use,
Compliance
13 | Laura Cunningham, Western Watersheds Organization Biological Resources, Land Use, Visual
Project, Basin and Range Watch Resources
14 Randy Banis, Friends of El Mirage Organization Land Use
15 Scott Gibson Individual Biological Resources, Alternatives,
Socioeconomics, Land Use
16 Debra Hugson Individual Biological Resources
17 Mason Good for Jacob Overson Individual Biological Resources, Land Use
18 Chance Wilcox Individual Biological Resources, Cultural
Resources, Land Use
19 Erin Gatlin Individual Biological Resources, Land Use
20 Clinton Epps Individual Biological Resources, Facility Design
21 Edward LaRue Individual Biological Resources, Land Use,
Alternatives
22 Benn Pratt Individual Socioeconomics, Reliability, Efficiency
23 Jason Becker Individual Socioeconomics, Reliability, Efficiency,
Biological Resources, Cultural
Resources
24 Rhay Flores Individual Biological Resources
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Refer to bracketed transcript in Appendix A, Bracketed Comment Letters and
Transcript.

Commenter 1 — Hannah Arkin, Resolution Environmental

Response to Commenter 1

1-1, 1-2, 1-3, 1-5, 1-6, 1-7, 1-8, 1-9, and 1-10. Comments noted. Paraphrased Excerpts
from Applicant comment letters (with responses), reference TN 268868 (Biological
Resources, Worker Safety and Fire Protection, Soil and Water), TN 268848 (Biological
Resources), TN 268847 (Biological Resources, Soil and Water, TN 268846 (Biological
Resources, Soil and Water), TN 268845 (Biological Resources, Soil and Water), TN
268844 (Biological Resources, Water Resources), TN 268867 (Biological Resources,
Worker Safety and Fire Protection), TN 268850 (Water Resources), TN 268851
(Biological Resources).

1-4. CEC staff agrees with this comment. This information is detailed in the Staff
Assessment, in subsection 8.7.3, “"BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2,” in
Section 8, Alternatives.

Commenter 2 — Dan Munsey, San Bernardino County Fire Protection District

Response to Commenter 2

2-1. Comment noted. This information is detailed in the “Fire, Rescue, and Emergency
Medical Services Response” and “"Cumulative Impacts” subsections in Section 4.4,
Worker Safety and Fire Protection. CEC staff points to COC WORKER SAFETY-
10, which identifies mitigation via the applicant and the SBCFPD reaching a mutual
agreement on necessary mitigation to provide services and to reduce response times to
be within agreed upon limits, and funding levels necessary to reach these limits.

2-2. CEC staff understands the concern expressed about geographic/environmental
factors potentially complicating firefighting efforts. However, generally, firefighting
measures are not fundamentally complicated by environmental factors such as extreme
heat or extreme cold because modern fire response systems are deliberately engineered
to operate reliably across a broad range of climatic conditions, with redundancies and
protocols that anticipate temperature driven challenges. Emergency procedures,
detection systems, and responder training already assume variability in weather,
including thermal extremes, and incorporate design features—such as robust fire
detection technology, onsite hydrants, infrared monitoring, and response protocols—
that maintain functionality regardless of ambient conditions. For additional discussion,
see Section 4.4, Worker Safety and Fire Protection.

See response to Comment Letter 2-1.

2-3. COC WORKER SAFETY-10 provides flexibility, allowing the project owner to
reach one or more agreements with the SBCFPD. If the parties cannot come to an
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agreement, the COC requires the project owner and the SBCFPD to enter into final and
binding arbitration. The COC also requires the development of a schedule for
negotiating agreements and provides timing mechanisms under the Verification
subheading.

Commenter 3 — Brandy Wood, California Department of Fish and Wildlife,
Region 6

Response to Commenter 3

3-1. CEC staff appreciates the extensive coordination that has occurred between the
two agencies during the development of the Staff Assessment. CEC staff understands
its regulatory role and acknowledges the concern to protect desert BHS and their
movement corridors. In this process, CEC staff worked closely with representatives of
CDFW to evaluate impacts of the proposed project on desert BHS and ensure that
impacts would be reduced to a less than significant level. During this coordination it was
determined the proposed project would result in significant and unavoidable impacts on
the species and that a project alternative that included a 0.25-mile buffer is
recommended. The measures identified in the 2024 CDFW Desert Bighorn Sheep Study
for the Soda Mountain Solar Project were adopted and additional measures were
included to track and monitor desert BHS should the project be approved. Please see
Master Response 1 which contains an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of
potential impacts to BHS and additional information of the determination of the
proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

Commenter 4 — Neal Desai, National Parks Conservation

Response to Commenter 4

4-1, 4-3 and 4-4. CEC staff acknowledges the comment in general opposition to the
project; however, no response is required and no changes are necessary because it
does not raise any significant environmental issues.

4-2. The commenter states that the Staff Assessment does not address or analyze
recommendations submitted by BHS researchers in a 2025 report commissioned by the
National Park Service. The commenter states that the Staff Assessment does not
evaluate an alternative incorporating the recommended mitigation measures and
asserts that such an alternative should be analyzed given the potential impacts to
desert BHS populations. CEC staff agrees with this comment and edits have been made
to subsections 8.6.5, “"Desert Bighorn Sheep Wildlife Buffer and Project Delay
Alternatives,” and 8.7.2, “BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #1,” in Section
8, Alternatives to address the feasibility of alternatives (including alternative sites and
the recommended 0.62- and 1.24-mile buffers) and the reasoning for choosing a 0.25-
mile buffer for the preferred alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative
#2), including the requirement that a project alternative meet the basic project
objectives while avoiding or reducing the severity of significant impacts.

RESPONSE TO COMMENTS
2-67



Soda Mountain Solar Project
Staff Assessment

Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of
the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of
proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

Commenter 5 — Pat Flanagan, Morongo Basin Conservation Association

Response to Commenter 5
See responses to Comment Letter 17-1.

Commenter 6 — Arch McCulloch, Morongo Basin Conservation Association

Response to Commenter 6

6-1. Staff acknowledges the comment in general opposition to the project; however, no
response is required and no changes are necessary because it does not raise any
significant environmental issues.

6-2. Section 5.2, Biological Resources, discusses potential impacts to desert
tortoise from the construction and operation of the proposed project and recommended
COC BIO-15 (Desert Tortoise Avoidance and Minimization Measures), which includes
pre-construction surveys, the installation of desert tortoise exclusion fencing, and the
relocation/translocation of desert tortoises to adjacent habitat. The Staff Assessment
also discusses the risk of translocation and the relatively poor success of many
translocation events.

6-3. Section 5.2, Biological Resources, discusses potential impacts to western
burrowing owl, desert kit fox, and American badger from the construction and operation
of the proposed project and recommended COCs BIO-20 (Burrowing Owl Impact
Avoidance, Minimization, and Mitigation Measures), BIO-21 (Habitat Management Land
Acquisition for Burrowing Owl), and BIO-22 (American Badger and Desert Kit Fox
Avoidance and Minimization Measures). These COCs include relocation plans to evict
species during construction.

6-4. CEC staff acknowledges the comment in general opposition to the project;
however, no response is required and no changes are necessary because it does not
raise any significant environmental issues.

6-5. The commenter correctly cites the recent designation of Highway 247 as a state
scenic highway, which is approximately 50 miles to the southwest of the project site.
The Staff Assessment has been updated to reflect this recent change; California State
Route 247 was approved as a Scenic Highway in October 2025, shortly before the Staff
Assessment was filed, see page 5.15-26 in Section 5.15, Visual Resources, of the
Staff Assessment.
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Commenter 7 — Kevin Emmerich, Basin and Range Watch

Response to Commenter 7

7-1. The commenter states that the staff recommended Environmentally Superior
Alternative would still result in the loss of desert BHS habitat and asserts that such
impacts cannot be adequately mitigated. CEC staff disagrees with this comment. Please
see response to Comment Letter 4-2 and Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers),
which provides explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to
desert BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS
Alternative #2.

7-2. The commenter states that an alternative eliminating battery energy storage
should be considered and notes that other solar projects have proceeded without
battery storage. CEC staff disagrees with this comment, see response to Comment
Letter 26-6. Therefore, no changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.

7-3. The commenter is concerned that the proposed water use, 500 acre feet for
construction and 5 acre feet per year for operations, could harm the Soda Springs
aquifer complex, and is urging consideration of an alternative that prohibits on site
wells. CEC staff disagrees that any changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary, and
points to the monitoring and use program to be implemented by COCs WATER-5,
WATER-6, and WATER-7. See response to Comment Letter 15-41 above for
additional details.

7-4. The commenter states that the Old Spanish Trail currently has only a
“comprehensive management strategy” and lacks a “required management plan”. The
commenter asserts that this plan should have been completed years ago and believes
the project should be delayed until the management plan is implemented. CEC staff
disagrees with the contention the project should be upheld; further actions under any
existing management strategy are under the jurisdiction of the BLM and outside the
purview of the CEC. See response to Comment Letter 15-45 above for additional details.

7-5. As indicated on page 5.15-1 in Section 5.15, Visual Resources, the area
encompassing the site is classified and managed according to the BLM’s Class III
guidelines; there are no natural features, objects, or geologic distinguishing
characteristics that have been recognized for their aesthetic value. The need for a
DRECP LUPA Amendment is under the purview and jurisdiction of the BLM, as all lands
affected by the proposed project are solely on federal lands administered by the BLM,
coordination between the applicant and the BLM is proposed to occur with the intent to
resolve inconsistencies (see Table 5.15-2, pp. 5.15-80).
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Commenter 8 — Scott Miller, Western Power Trading Forum

Response to Commenter 8

8-1. CEC staff acknowledges the comment in support of the need for the proposed
project.

8-2. CEC staff acknowledges the comment in support of the need for the proposed
project.

Commenter 9 — Christina Aiello, Wildlands Network

Response to Commenter 9

O-1. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which explains the analysis in
the Staff Assessment regarding potential impacts to desert BHS and the basis for the
adoption of proposed buffers and recommended mitigation measures and alternatives
that reduce impacts to less than significant in BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS
Alternative #2.

9-2. The commenter states that the Staff Assessment did not provide data or analysis
addressing the recommendations submitted by the commenter regarding desert BHS
and did not evaluate those recommendations as a project alternative. The commenter
asserts that the recommended mitigation measures should be analyzed as an
alternative and states that the buffer identified in the Staff Assessment does not
adequately account for the behavioral ecology of desert BHS. CEC staff disagrees.
Please see response to Comment Letter 4-2 and Master Response 1 (Desert BHS
Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential
impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and
Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

Commenter 10 — Scott Murtishaw, California Energy Storage Alliance

Response to Commenter 10

10-1 and 10-2. CEC staff acknowledges the comment in support of the proposed
project.

Commenter 11 — Donald Priest, California Chapter of Wild Sheep Foundation

Response to Commenter 11

11-1. The commenter states that the Staff Assessment did not evaluate an alternative
incorporating the mitigation measures and buffers recommended by desert BHS
researchers in a report commissioned by the National Park Service. The commenter
asserts that those recommendations should be analyzed as an alternative and states
that the submitted scientific information was not addressed in the Staff Assessment.
CEC staff disagrees. Please see response to Comment Letter 4-2 and Master Response
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1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s
analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers and
BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

11-2. See Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers) for information about buffer
provided and the wildlife crossing. CEC staff agrees with the 0.25-mile buffer previously
identified by CDFW as the minimal buffer that should be considered to protect the
species.

11-3. CEC staff acknowledges the comment that the project should be as minimally
disruptive as necessary. Please refer to Section 8, Alternatives, which addresses the
feasibility of alternatives (including alternative sites and the recommended 0.62- and
1.24-mile buffers) and the reasoning for determining a 0.25-mile buffer for the
preferred alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2), including the
requirement that a project alternative meet the basic project objectives while avoiding
or lessening the severity of significant impacts.

Commenter 12 — Moises Cisneros, Sierra Club

Response to Commenter 12

12-1. Please see Master Response 3 (The Proposed Project is Not Located in a DFA of
the DRECP), which provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of
potential impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers and BHS Buffer
and Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

Commenter 13 — Laura Cunningham, Western Watersheds Project

Response to Commenter 13

13-1. See response to comment letter 15-28 and 15-29, related discussion of habitat
and sensitive species ranges and potential visual impact inconsistencies discussed in the
context of the DRECP.

Commenter 14 — Randy Banis, Friends of El Mirage

Response to Commenter 14
CEC staff recognizes the comment in support of the project by the Friends of El Mirage.

Commenter 15 — Scott Gibson

Response to Commenter 15

15-1 through 15-7. The commenter states that alternative project approaches
recommended by desert BHS biologists and connectivity experts should be considered
or evaluated as alternatives in the Staff Assessment. CEC staff disagrees. Please see
response to Comment Letter 4-2 and Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which
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provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert
BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS
Alternative #2.

Commenter 16 — Debra Hugson

Response to Commenter 16

16-1 to 16-2. CEC staff acknowledges the commenter expressing a need for alternative
approaches to address the goals of the project. Please see response to Comment Letter
4-2 and Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of the
Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of
proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

Commenter 17 — Mason Good for Jacob Overson

Response to Commenter 17

17-1. CEC staff acknowledges the comment in general opposition to the project;
however, no response is required and no changes are necessary because it does not
raise any significant environmental issues.

Commenter 18 — Chance Wilcox

Response to Commenter 18

18-1. Please see Master Response 3 (The Proposed Project is Not Located in a DFA of
the DRECP).

18-2. The commenter states that even with a 0.25-mile buffer the project would have
negative impacts on desert BHS and would jeopardize the effectiveness of a future
wildlife crossing. CEC staff disagrees. Please see response to Comment Letter 4-2 and
Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff
Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of proposed
buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

18-3. CEC staff acknowledges the comment in general opposition to the project;
however, no response is required and no changes are necessary because it does not
raise any significant environmental issues.

Commenter 19 — Erin Gatlin

Response to Commenter 19

19-1 and 19-2. CEC staff acknowledges the comment in general opposition to the
project; however, no response is required and no changes are necessary because it
does not raise any significant environmental issues.
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Commenter 20 — Clinton Epps

Response to Commenter 20

20-1. CEC staff considered the information provided in the Aiello 2025 report and the
comments regarding the impact analysis provided in the Staff Assessment. Please see
Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff
Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and the rational for the
adoption of proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

20-2. The commenter states that the 0.25-mile buffer identified in the Staff Assessment
is inadequate and is based on older recommendations regarding desert BHS habitat
use. The commenter states that more recent GPS collar data indicate that desert BHS
use areas with slopes below 10 percent and asserts that alternative buffer distances
should be considered based on this information. CEC staff disagrees. Please see
response to Comment Letter 4-2 and Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which
provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert
BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS
Alternative #2.

20-3. CEC staff considered use of the flatlands associated with the proposed project and
disclosed this information in the Staff Assessment. Staff also noted the information
provided in the Aiello (2025) study which identified expected foraging and movement
use of these areas. Based on the information identified in the report and the project’s
location it does not appear to directly block large areas of habitat that prevent sheep
from moving into the Cady Mountains. Please also see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS
Buffers), which provides an explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential
impacts to desert BHS and the adoption of proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and
Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

20-4 and 20-5. Please see Master Response 1 (Desert BHS Buffers), which provides an
explanation of the Staff Assessment’s analysis of potential impacts to desert BHS and
the adoption of proposed buffers and BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

Commenter 21 — Edward LaRue

Response to Commenter 21

21-1. Please see Master Response 3 (The Proposed Project is Not Located in a DFA of
the DRECP).

21-2. Section 5.2, Biological Resources, accurately characterized habitat conditions
on the proposed project site and notes the importance of the area to a suite of sensitive
plants and wildlife. CEC staff acknowledges the commenter expressing a need for
alternative approaches to address the goals of the project. See edits to Section 8,
Alternatives, which address the feasibility of alternatives (including alternative sites
and the recommended 0.62- and 1.24-mile buffers) and the reasoning for choosing a
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0.25-mile buffer for the preferred alternative (BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS
Alternative #2), including the requirement that a project alternative meet the basic
project objectives while eliminating or decreasing the severity of significant impacts.

21-3. See response to Comment Letter 6-2 and 17-1.
Commenter 22 — Benn Pratt

Response to Commenter 22

22-1. CEC staff acknowledges that the commenter states humerous socioeconomic
benefits that the project will have for the regional workforce that has been experienced
in solar and BESS projects.

Commenter 23 — Jason Becker

Response to Commenter 23

23-1. CEC staff acknowledges that the commenter states numerous socioeconomic
benefits that the project will have on the local workforce and the advancements in solar
and BESS technologies as well as stating that all the county solar and BESS projects are
staffed with biologists, cultural representatives, and tribal representatives. If problems
come up, construction is halted and mitigation ensues to protect resources.

Commenter 24 — Rhay Flores

Response to Commenter 24

24-1. CEC staff acknowledges the comment in general opposition to the project;
however, no response is required and no changes are necessary because it does not
raise any significant environmental issues.

24-2. The April and May surveys conducted in 2023 by the applicant are one of many
botanical surveys that have been conducted on the project site over the past decade to
support previous CEQA and NEPA documentation. During preparation of the Staff
Assessment, the potential for late season plants linked to monsoonal storms was
considered and evaluated. Based on the evaluation of the potential to occur and the
habitat types present on the project site staff consider the botanical surveys and data
adequate to address potential impacts to special status plants. Therefore, based on the
evaluation of habitat conditions and the adequacy of the botanical survey data, no
changes to the Staff Assessment are necessary.
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3 Project Description

Soda Mountain Solar, LLC (applicant), proposes to construct, operate, and maintain a
utility-scale solar photovoltaic (PV) electrical generating and battery energy storage
facility and associated infrastructure to generate and deliver renewable electricity to the
statewide electricity transmission grid. The project is anticipated to operate for 40
years. This project is known as the Soda Mountain Solar Project (SMSP or project).

The project is proposed on approximately 2,670 acres of land administered by the U.S.
Department of Interior, Bureau of Land Management (BLM), California Desert District,
within the jurisdiction of the Barstow Field Office in San Bernardino County. The project
would disturb approximately 2,059 acres overall.

The major project components include:

1. Up to 300 megawatts (MW) solar PV facility (solar facility)

2. Up to 300 MW/1,200 MW-hours (MWh) of battery energy storage system (BESS)
3. 140,000-square-foot high-voltage project substation (34.5 to 500 kilovolt [kV])
4. 500 kV generation-intertie line (gen-tie)

5. 234,300-square-foot utility switchyard

6. 500 kV transmission loop-in lines

The power produced by the project would be conveyed to the regional electrical grid
through an interconnection with the existing 500 kV Marketplace-Adelanto transmission
segment of the greater Mead-Adelanto 500 kV transmission line operated by the Los
Angeles Department of Water and Power (LADWP). (CEC 2025t)

To interconnect the SMSP and the new utility switchyard to the California Independent
System Operator (California ISO) managed electric grid, the applicant would construct
two 500 kV loop-in transmission line segments and six new steel towers; these
components, along with the utility switchyard, would be operated and maintained by
LADWP, under the jurisdiction of the Los Angeles Board of Water and Power
Commissioners.

The California ISO identified that LADWP would need to make upgrades to the
protection settings at the Marketplace (Boulder City, Nevada) and Adelanto (Adelanto,
California) substations to accommodate power generation from the SMSP. (RE 2025kkk)

The project proposes components that are within the CEC's jurisdiction and those that
are outside of the CEC's jurisdiction. The jurisdictional project components include the
construction and operation of the solar PV facility, BESS, project substation and
generation intertie line (gen-tie) and construction of the utility switchyard and section of
transmission loop in lines that would connect to the existing Mead-Adelanto
Transmission Line. The non-jurisdictional project components include the construction
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and operation of the protection setting upgrades to the Marketplace and Adelanto
substations and operation of the utility switchyard and section of transmission loop in
lines.

Refer to Section 2, Introduction, for more details about jurisdictional limits.

3.1 Project Title
Soda Mountain Solar Project

3.2 Lead Agency Name and Address

California Energy Commission
715 P Street, MS 40
Sacramento, CA 95814-5512

3.3 Lead Agency Contact Person and Number

Lisa Worrall, Senior Environmental Planner
Siting, Transmission and Environmental Protection Division
916-661-8367

3.4 Project Location

The project is proposed entirely on federally owned land managed by the BLM. The
2,670-acre project site is located approximately seven miles southwest of the
community of Baker in unincorporated San Bernardino County, California (Figure 3-1),
approximately 50 miles northeast of Barstow. The project site is in portions of Sections
1 and 11-14, Township 12 North, Range 7 East; Sections 25, Township 13 North,
Range 7 East; Sections 6, 7, and 18, Township 12 North, Range 8 East; Sections 17 —
21, 29-32, Township 13 North, Range 8 East, San Bernardino Meridian, California.

The project is bounded directly to the east by the Mojave National Preserve
(administered by the National Park Service) and BLM lands, including the Rasor Off-
Highway Vehicle (OHV) Recreation Area at the southeast corner. Interstate 15 (I-15),
the former Arrowhead Trail Highway, runs along the western boundary of the project
site. The Rasor Road Services Shell Qil gas station is located off I-15 southwest of the
project site, along the access road to the project site. A residence is next to the gas
station, roughly 260 feet southwest of the proposed boundary (CEC 2025z). There are
no other sensitive receptors within 1,500 feet of the project site. Approximately four
storm drain culverts run under I-15 adjacent to the project site. Primary access to the
project site would be from the Rasor Road northbound exit off I-15.
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3.5 Project Objectives

The project’s primary goal is to contribute to the achievement of California’s renewable
energy goals and create a vital new point of interconnection for renewable energy in
San Bernardino County to connect to California’s electric transmission infrastructure.
The objectives for the project include:

» Assist the State of California in achieving or exceeding its Renewables Portfolio
Standard and greenhouse gas emissions reduction objectives by developing and
constructing new California Renewables Portfolio Standard—qualified solar power
generation facilities producing approximately 300 MW.

e Produce and transmit electricity at a competitive cost.

» Provide a new source of energy storage that assists the state in achieving its energy
storage mandates.

» Use the existing unused transmission capacity that provides approximately 300 MW
of capacity.

» Utilize existing energy infrastructure to the extent possible by locating solar power
generation facilities near existing infrastructure, such as electrical transmission
facilities.

» Site solar power generation facilities in areas of San Bernardino County that have the
best solar resource to maximize energy production and the efficient use of land.

» Develop a solar power generation facility in San Bernardino County that would
support the economy by investing in the local community, creating local construction
jobs, and increasing tax and fee revenue to the County.

3.6 Facility Description and Design

The project proposes to construct, operate, and maintain a proposed 300-MW solar
facility and BESS located on approximately 2,670 acres. The approximate disturbance
acreage for the project would be 2,059 acres. Figure 3-2 shows the project overview
site plan. The project components are as follows:

e Solar PV facility- East Array and South Arrays 1, 2, and 3;
e Operation and maintenance (O&M) buildings and structures;
» Approximately 300 MW/1,200 MWh BESS across 18 acres;

» A project substation and utility switchyard for interconnection to the existing
transmission system;
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« Gen-tie line connecting project substation and utility switchyard; and,

e Transmission loop in line and steel towers to interconnect utility switchyard and
existing 500 kV Mead-Adelanto transmission line.

Prior to the publication of the Staff Assessment on December 29, 2025 (TN
268059), Fthe applicant proposed to change the project design to remove previously
proposed stormwater berms and associated drainage features (applicant-proposed
HYD-1 (RE 2025jjjj)). These revisions are-were achieved incorporated into the Staff
Assessment by including threugh COC WATER-9, in Section 5.16, Water
Resources, which minimizes grading and ground disturbance by preserving existing
drainage patterns and applying fluvial geomorphic stormwater design principles rather
than engineered berms and channels. In addition, as described in the Alternatives

analysis, Section 8 of the Staff Assessment released in December 2025, CEC
staff concluded that the Big Horn Sheep (BHS) Buffer and Relocated BESS

Alternative #2 was the environmentally superior alternative to the project as
originally proposed by the applicant and as modified by COC WATER-9. The
BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2 would:

« Relocate the BESS to approximately 970 feet east of I-15 to increase
separation from public roadways;

e Maintain a 0.25-mile buffer from the 10 percent slope contour to protect
desert BHS foraging and movement habitat;

« Reduce the total length of the gen-tie segment by positioning the BESS
closer to the project substation (relocated adjacent to the BESS facility);

- Reconfigure PV arrays to avoid the slope-based buffer and to maintain
generation capacity to the extent feasible, the applicant may redistribute
relocated panels within the southern or central portions of the site, adjust

row spacing, or employ higher-efficiency modules at the time of
construction; and

- Utilize existing internal access routes for construction, operations, and
emergency response.

Figure 8-2 in Section 8, Alternatives, depicts the site layout and configuration
of BHS Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2.

During the public comment period, the applicant proposed changing the
project to include berms, in addition to the small rock-lined swales, adjacent
to the BESS pads to capture and infiltrate runoff and minimize erosion
potential anticipated from elevation, grading, and compaction of the BESS
pads. See subsection 3.6.14, “"Drainage and Erosion Control,” and Figure 3-
9b. The CEC Executive Director has recommended approval of the project as
modified by the Big Horn Sheep Buffer and Relocated BESS Alternative #2
and the applicant’s additional changes described above. CEC staff has used
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the project as originally proposed by the applicant in analyzing the potential
environmental impacts of the project in Section 4, Engineering Evaluation,
and Section 5, Environmental Impact Assessment, of the Staff Assessment.
CEC staff used this modified project in Section 8, Alternatives, and in
responding to the comments received on the Staff Assessment.

The project would operate 24 hours per day year-round and would generate electricity
during daylight hours when the sun is shining. The project would generate and deliver
solar-generated power to the regional electrical grid through an interconnection with
the existing Mead-Adelanto 500 kV transmission line operated by LADWP and to the
project’s BESS. During final design, the configuration and number of components may
vary as a result of micro-siting (precise selection of a specific location), but all
components would occur within the project footprint analyzed within this document.

3.6.1 Solar PV Facility

3.6.1.1 Solar Panel Arrays

Solar cells, also called PV cells, convert sunlight directly into electricity (voltage), which
is called the “PV effect.” PV cells are located on panels; rows of solar panels form an
array. The PV modules are uniformly dark in color, with a non-reflective/anti-reflective
glass coating, and designed to be highly absorptive of all light that strikes their glass
surfaces. Arrays are mounted onto single axis solar trackers that rotate throughout the
day to increase the solar irradiance received by the solar panels. Each single axis
tracker includes framing members to support the solar panels as well as bearings and a
single motor with a wireless connection to a control panel responsible for moving the
tracker. For the project, thousands of solar trackers would be interconnected to form a
utility-scale PV system. The solar panel arrays would be organized into South Array 1,
South Array 2, South Array 3, and East Array on the southeast side of I-15, as shown in
Figure 3-2.

3.6.1.2 Support and Mounting Structures

The single-axis solar tracker would be supported by steel piles (e.g., cylindrical pipes,
H-beams, helical ground screws, or similar), which would be driven into the soil using
pile/vibratory/rotary driving technique. Driven pier foundations are a “concrete-free”
foundation solution that would result in minimal site disturbance. Most pier foundations
would be driven to approximate depths of 6 to 12 feet deep depending upon the
required embedment depth. The piles would be spaced 10 to 15 feet apart. The array
panels would be elevated at least one foot above the design flood elevation and
approximately 6 to 12 feet tall, depending on site topography.

3.6.2 Electrical Connection System

The solar facility would be designed to be available to operate at its maximum possible
output (based on meteorological conditions) at least 99 percent of the time. The solar
facility is expected to have an annual and lifetime capacity factor of 20 to 40 percent.
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Power capacity would be sized to ensure full capacity output up to 50 degrees Celsius
and down to -20 degrees Celsius to withstand climactic extremes. The solar facility
would provide approximately 1,000 gigawatt hours (GWh) of electricity per year. The
solar facility would operate for approximately 4,000 hours per year (daylight hours).
O&M procedures would be consistent with manufacturers and industry standard
practices to maintain the useful life of the plant components.

Solar panels would be electrically connected using string wiring secured to the panel
support system. String wiring terminates at PV array combiner boxes or load break
disconnect boxes, which are lockable electrical boxes mounted on or near an array’s
support structure. Output wires from combiner boxes would be routed along an
underground trench system approximately three to six feet deep and one to six feet
wide, including trench and disturbed area, to the central inverter pads. Inverters are a
key component of solar PV power-generating facilities because they convert the solar
panel's direct current (DC) power generated by the solar panel into alternating current
(AC) power and step up the voltage. The output voltage of the inverters would be
stepped up to 600 to 1200 volts DC to 34.5 kV AC power and transmitted by
underground collection lines to the project substation.

3.6.3 Project Substation

The 140,000-square-foot high-voltage substation would be located adjacent to East
Array and South Array 1 on a raised gravel pad and would have a maximum height of
35 feet (see Figure 3-2). The substation would include the main generation step-up
transformer, 500 kV switchgear (circuit breakers and switches), metering and
instrumentation, protective relays housed in a control enclosure, capacitor banks,
grounding grid, microwave communication towers, dead-end structures, and a chain-
link fence. The substation equipment would be mounted on concrete foundations and
steel structures (hot dip galvanized or weathering steel).

The substation is where all the underground 34.5 kV collection lines running from the
arrays are combined and the voltage is then stepped up to 500 kV via the generation
step up transformer for use with the transmission network. All interconnection
equipment, including the control room, would be installed aboveground on concrete
foundations and steel structures within the substation footprint. Transformers would
utilize radiators with passive and active fans for airflow to dissipate heat in the
substation transformers. A permanently gated, eight-foot-high chain link fence with
three-strand barbed wire meeting National Electric Safety Code (NESC) requirements
would be constructed around the substation.

Power to the substation control enclosure would be provided primarily by a station
service transformer (roughly 50 kilovolt amps [kVA]) located within the substation yard.
This transformer would be fed from the medium voltage bus within the substation yard.
The control enclosure would be equipped with a backup battery and an energy
management system capable of powering the control enclosure for 48 hours in the
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event of an outage. In the event of a prolonged outage, a secondary station service
power connection would be provided via connection to the existing Chaves 12 kV circuit
running parallel to the I-15, which is part of the existing Southern California Edison
(SCE) Kramer 220/115 kV system. Power from the 12 kV circuit would be provided via
an overhead distribution line.

3.6.4 Utility Switchyard

The utility switchyard would be set on an approximately 234,300-square-foot raised
gravel pad and would have a maximum height of 100 feet. The switchyard would be
located 0.8-mile northwest of I-15, adjacent to the existing LADWP Mead-Adelanto 500
kV transmission line right-of-way (ROW) (see Figure 3-2). The switchyard would
include the high voltage bus structure, high-voltage circuit breakers, switches,
instrumentation transformers, relay equipment, and a control enclosure. The switchyard
equipment would be mounted on concrete foundations and steel structures (hot dip
galvanized or weathering steel). A permanently gated, eight-foot-high chain link fence
with three-strand barbed wire meeting NESC requirements would be constructed
around the switchyard.

Power to the switchyard control enclosure would be provided primarily by a station
service transformer (roughly 50 kVA) located within the switchyard. To meet reliability
standards, there would be two station service transformers, primary and backup. The
control enclosure would be equipped with a backup battery and an energy management
system capable of powering the control enclosure for 48 hours in the event of an
outage. In the event of a prolonged outage, a secondary power source would be
provided via an underground connection to the existing Kramer 115 kV sub-
transmission line owned by SCE, which runs parallel to I-15.

The foundation of the substation and switchyard would include both concrete pads and
concrete piers. Foundation design considerations include the area-specific geotechnical
characteristics, ice and wind loading, short circuit forces, and seismic forces, as required
by industry best practices, Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers standards,
and regional requirements. Foundation and structural design would take into
consideration all seismic and flood considerations for the project-specific location. The
utility switchyard and generation loop in line and associated towers (described in
Section 3.6.5, below) would be designed consistent with Federal Energy Regulatory
Commission’s Good Utility Practice and LADWP standards and specifications.

3.6.5 Generation-Intertie Line

The approximately 200 foot wide, one-mile long 500 kV gen-tie line would run from the
project substation, southeast of I-15, to the utility switchyard and then to the point of
interconnection with the existing LADWP Mead-Adelanto transmission line (see Figure
3-2). The approximately 1-mile 500 kV gen-tie line would be designed in accordance
with LADWP design standards, including required ROW width. The gen-tie would also
use approximately 11 tubular steel pole support structures and approximately six lattice
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towers, all of which would be approximately 160 feet high. The final number of towers
and pole support structures will be determined during final design, and will conform to
LADWP design standards.

Figure 3-3 shows the interconnection between the gen-tie line to the utility switchyard
and the two small transmission lines that would connect to the existing Mead-Adelanto
Transmission Line (transmission loop in line).

A small segment of the gen-tie line, approximately 450 feet, would cross I-15. There
are two options to cross I-15. One crossing segment of the gen-tie line runs
underground in a bore. At either end of this underground section, there would be riser
towers and transition to overhead tower structures. Figure 3-4 shows the underground
crossing of I-15. Figure 3-5 shows the everhead plan view of the underground
crossing of I-15. Alternatively, the other crossing segment of the gen-tie line may be
placed overhead the I-15 rather than underground.

Crossing via underground bore, the transmission line would change from overhead to
an open cut trench (to be filled in) then through a bore under the freeway and back out
through an open cut trench, then transitioning overhead.

The overhead power line would cross I-15, approximately 290-feet north of the existing
Opah ditch at post mile marker R126.86. A total of seven transmission poles would be
installed, one on the east side of the I-15 freeway and six on the west side of the
freeway. Each pole is anticipated to disturb a 50-foot by 50-foot area. (RE 2025gg)

Both the overhead and underground facilities would be designed in accordance to
LADWP standards. LADWP’s standards align with CPUC General Order (GO) 95 and 128
to ensure safety, reliability, and consistency with statewide practices — which effectively
incorporate the same technical rules of GO-95 and GO-128.

3.6.6 Transmission System

The project does not require the construction of any new or additional electrical
transmission system components off-site. Existing infrastructure surrounding the site
includes two high-voltage electric transmission lines, an electrical distribution line,
wireless cellular telephone towers, two fiber-optic cables, and two fuel pipelines. The
two high voltage electrical transmission lines to the west of I-15 are a 115-kV
subtransmission line owned by SCE and the Mead-Adelanto 500 kV transmission line
operated by LADWP. The project would interconnect into and bisect the LADWP’s 500
kV Marketplace-Adelanto Transmission Line 1, a subsection of the greater Mead-
Adelanto 500 kV transmission line, as the primary point of interconnection, which has
ample unused capacity therefore eliminating the need for new transmission lines to be
constructed off-site.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION
3-10



Soda Mountain Solar Project
Staff Assessment

Figure 3-3 Interconnection Into and Out of Utility Switchyard
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Figure 3-4 Underground Gen-Tie Crossing
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Figure 3-5 Overhead Plan View of Underground Gen-Tie Crossing
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3.6.7 Battery Energy Storage System

The BESS would charge, hold, and discharge energy from the PV facility into the
electrical grid. The BESS would not charge from the electrical grid. The BESS is
anticipated to include up to 300 MW/1200 MWh of energy for dispatch into the local
electrical grid via the same point of interconnection as the solar arrays. The BESS would
be located adjacent to the substation and East Array (see Figure 3-2). Eighteen acres
of the project site would be utilized for the BESS at full buildout.

3.6.7.1 Batteries

Individual lithium-ion or similar tier 1 technology units would form the core of the BESS
and would be assembled in sealed battery modules (RE 2025pp). The battery modules
would be installed in self-supporting racks electrically connected either in series or
parallel to each other. The operating rack-level DC voltage currently ranges between
700 and 1,500 volts. The individual battery racks would be connected in series or a
parallel configuration to deliver the BESS energy and power rating.

3.6.7.2 Battery Energy Storage System Enclosure and Controller

The BESS containers would house the batteries described above, as well as the BESS
unit controllers. There would also be a BESS site energy management system controller,
or BESS EMS, located in a pad mount enclosure within the BESS yard. The BESS EMS is
a multilevel control system for the battery modules, power conversion system, medium-
voltage system, and takes commands from the Plant Supervisory Control and Data
Acquisition (SCADA) controller which regulates overall plan output. The controllers
ensure that the BESS effectively mimics conventional turbine generators when
responding to grid emergency conditions. The BESS enclosure would also house
required heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) and fire protection systems.
The battery storage containers would be built using standard International Organization
for Standardization shipping containers, and each would measure approximately 20 feet
in length, 6 feet in width, and 8 feet in height, although other smaller form-factor
structures exist that may be used. See Figure 3-6 for a schematic of the layout of the
substation, BESS, and O&M buildings. Units would be installed with minimum setback
distances of 28 feet from roads within the BESS yard. Roads in the BESS yard would be
20" in width (RE 2025pp).

The configuration of the safety system would be determined based on site-specific
environmental factors and associated fire response strategy. The safety system would
include a fire detection and suppression control system that would be triggered
automatically when the system senses imminent fire danger. All battery packs come
with an integrated thermal management system that actively cools and heats the inside
components. The coolant would be circulated through the battery by radiators, pumps,
and an in-line heater that could warm the coolant as part of the thermal system. The
BESS would be equipped with a fire detection system that would include thermal
imaging cameras, a hydrogen detection system, and a smoke detection system.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION
3-14



Soda Mountain Solar Project
Staff Assessment

Figure 3-6 Layout of Substation, BESS, and O&M
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In the event of fire detection, an alarm system would be sent to the fire department
and the Plant SCADA through a direct dispatch from a direct fiberoptic or copper dry
contact connection. Explosion protection would be provided by an internal sparker
system and overpressure vents that automatically combust flammable gases released
during thermal runaway events and direct pressure upwards and safely from
enclosures. The safety system would operate in three phases: Pre-alarm, Stage 1, and
Stage 2. If the safety system detects a potential issue, the Pre-alarm phase would be
initiated and would shut down the HVAC units and fans to help contain the potential
fire. The control system would then wait approximately five minutes to determine if the
initiation of Stage 1, which would shut down the HVAC and fans indefinitely, is
warranted. If reached, Stage 2 would then result in the fire panel discharging the
suppression agent onto the fire. The safety system would either use a waterless
evaporating fluid, a sustainable clean agent (not a hydrofluorocarbon clean agent), or
an alternative suppression agent, such as an inert gas. (RE 2025pp)

3.6.8 Fire Protection

Fire protection would be provided to limit the risk of personnel injury, property loss, and
possible disruption of the electricity generated by the project. Fire protection as it
pertains to the project components are discussed below.

Solar Facility

Solar arrays and PV panels are fire-resistant, as they are constructed largely of steel,
glass, aluminum, or components housed within steel enclosures. During construction,
standard defensible space requirements would be maintained surrounding any welding
or digging operations.

O&M Facilities

Fire safety and suppression measures, such as smoke detectors and extinguishers,
would be installed and available at O&M facilities, in accordance with current California
Fire Code (CFC).

Battery Energy Storage System

The BESS enclosures are outdoors and are not “walk-in” cabinets; therefore, fire
suppression is not required by the CFC. The BESS megapacks would be designed
according to National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) Section 855. A hazard
mitigation analysis developed by the BESS manufacturer would be provided to the local
authorities and would be designed to comply with California Fire Codes 1207.1.4.1 and
1207.1.4.2. The BESS yard would have thermal detection cameras installed externally
on battery containers and would be strategically placed in optimal locations to detect
fires. These cameras would be remotely monitored 24 hours a day. There would be up
to three emergency 10,000-gallon water tanks for the project, based on final layout.
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The BESS equipment selected for the project would be tested pursuant to UL 9540A
standards, and the project would be designed and built pursuant to UL and NFPA
standards.

The BESS equipment would be designed to minimize the risk of an over-pressure event
and deflagration through the use of over-pressure vents and a sparker system. These
safety features would be tested pursuant to UL 9540A standards to demonstrate their
effectiveness in preventing deflagration in a large-scale fire.

3.6.9 Operation and Maintenance Area Facilities

3.6.9.1 Buildings

Figure 3-6 shows where the buildings are proposed, including the BESS and project
substation. Three buildings related to operations, maintenance, and
materials/equipment storage would be constructed as part of the project. One building
would be 2,400 square feet, and the other two buildings would each be 4,950 square
feet in area. All buildings would be painted BLM color scheme Sudan Brown. These
buildings would be in the northwest portion of the site next to the BESS facilities. All of
these facilities would be monitored by on-site O&M personnel and/or remotely.

The project would power the O&M buildings via a 480-V circuit from the BESS auxiliary
power distribution system. This circuit would be fed from the collector substation
(project substation) and transformed to 480 volts via an auxiliary transformer mounted
at the BESS yard. Power would be distributed via 480-V switchgear at the BESS yard.
Power distribution would be via underground cables. Backup power to the O&M facilities
would be via a local microgrid. This microgrid would consist of solar PV panels mounted
to the roof of the O&M buildings, a backup battery providing 24 hours of standby
power, and an automatic transfer switch.

3.6.9.2 Parking Areas

A 13,200-square-foot parking area would be located adjacent to the buildings described
above, in the southwest corner of the site. They would be composed of compacted soil
covered with filter fabric and 4 to 12 inches of compacted Class II aggregate base. The
parking areas are not expected to exceed approximately 0.33 acre, or 13,200 square
feet. Parking would be provided for the anticipated employees during project operation,
for visitors, and for other equipment anticipated to be on-site at any time.

3.6.10 Access Roads

Primary operational access to the project site would be provided via the existing Rasor
Road, that runs from I-15 eastward to the Rasor OHV recreation area. The portion of
Rasor Road on BLM land would serve as the entrance and primary access road within
the site and is approximately 0.4-mile in length. The project would improve, maintain
and slightly re-route in places this portion of Rasor Road, extending the width up to 26
feet wide and making minor improvements within both Caltrans and San Bernardino
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County ROW to improve the road conditions so that heavy trucks can utilize the route.
See Figure 3-7 for the existing versus modified Rasor Road alignment.

Rasor Road would be permanently open to the public during both project construction
and operation to allow public access to the Rasor OHV recreation area. Rasor Road
would continue to serve as the main access point for the public into the Rasor OHV
recreation area by traveling through the portion of Rasor Road on the project site that
would be improved, maintained and aligned to avoid solar panels throughout the
project site.

Rasor Road would be located between South Array 3 and East Array and would
continue to allow public access to the Rasor OHV recreation area. The solar arrays
would be fenced and gated to ensure no public access to the project facilities.

Currently, Arrowhead Trail splits off of Rasor Road and runs north-south. During project
construction and operation, Arrowhead Trail would be closed permanently. The project
would construct internal access road(s) which lead to the project substation and BESS
yard and between the solar arrays. These internal access roads would be up to 26 feet
wide and include a 50-foot turning radius at the project boundary.

All new on-site access roads would consist of compacted native material and would be
graded as necessary but would generally follow the existing terrain covered with filter
fabric and 4 to 12 inches of compacted Class II aggregate or amended with Class II
aggregate only where native soils are not suitable for heavy traffic. Larger boulders that
could impede vehicle access would be removed. These permanent access roads would
be compacted to meet load requirements for vehicle traffic over the life of the project.

As an alternative to the travel route via Zzyzx Road for construction of the utility
switchyard and gen-tie, the project may construct and use a new temporary exit off the
southbound side of I-15 near the gen-tie corridor roughly 440-feet east of existing
Opah ditch located at post mile marker R126.86 (see Figure 3-8). (RE 2025gqg)

Operation access to the gen-tie line would be via the Zzyzx route. No improvements are
proposed for these roadways during project construction or operation. Operation access
by LADWP to the utility switchyard and transmission loop in lines would be via an
existing LADWP access roadway that travels from the Zzyzx exit to the new switchyard
area (see Figure 3-2).
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Figure 3-7 Existing and Proposed Rasor Road Alighment
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Figure 3-8 Proposed Temporary Exit of Southbound I-15
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This access roadway is used currently by LADWP for any operations and maintenance
needs along the Marketplace-Adelanto 500kV transmission line.

During operation, no construction or oversized vehicles would need access as the utility
switchyard and gen-tie would be remotely operated. If access is needed, employees
would use normal vehicles. (CEC 2025t)

3.6.11 Site Security and Fencing

All project components would be surrounded by warning signage, 8-foot-high chain-link
perimeter security fencing, desert tortoise exclusionary fencing, and perimeter security
cameras. Combined security and desert tortoise fencing would be installed surrounding
each individual array field and extend to include the substation and BESS area. A
permanently gated, eight-foot-high chain link fence with three-strand barbed wire
meeting NESC requirements would be constructed around the substation and the
switchyard. The line posts and terminal posts of the fence would be buried up to 3.5
feet deep, and the distance between posts would be approximately ten feet. All
permanent tortoise exclusionary fencing would be constructed in accordance with
Chapter 8, Desert Tortoise Exclusion Fence, of the USFWS’s 2009 Desert Tortoise Field
Manual.

3.6.12 Lighting

During construction, lighting would be strategically located for safety and security in the
construction trailer staging area, parking area, and around site security facilities.
Lighting would be located on temporary service poles. Power for the lights would come
from the proposed distribution line or construction office trailer generator. Lighting is
not planned for construction activities; however, if required, it would be limited to the
locations and amounts needed to ensure safety. Lighting would be focused downward,
shielded, and directed toward the interior of the site to minimize light exposure to areas
outside the construction area.

During O&M, lighting would be provided at the Rasor Road site entrance, O&M
buildings, substation, and utility switchyard. Some portable lighting also could be
required for essential nighttime maintenance activities or troubleshooting in the event
of an outage event. All lighting would be kept to the minimum required for safety and
security; sensors, motion detectors, and switches would be used to keep lighting turned
off when not required. All lights would be hooded and directed to minimize backscatter
and off-site light. All lighting would be compliant with San Bernardino County Dark Skies
Ordinance.

During site closure, safety and security lighting would be provided using a combination
of the installed lighting system and portable lighting, if required. As with the other
project phases, lighting would be focused downward, shielded, and directed so as to
minimize light exposure to areas outside the work area.
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3.6.13 Landscaping

The project would plant a variety of native and drought tolerant trees and shrubs along
the western boundary of the project site. There would be approximately 30 acres of
landscaped areas on-site, including up to five acres of irrigated landscaped areas.
Irrigation would occur as needed.

The applicant would maintain existing native vegetation to the extent possible.
However, project construction may require that existing desert scrub vegetation be
removed from portions of the project area. Additional acreage would be cleared of
vegetation to allow for installation of buildings, substation, access roads, fencing, and
collector lines. Surface treatments, such as grading, disking, or mowing, could create
potential habitat for non-native or invasive species that infiltrate the area. The applicant
has prepared Pesticide Use Proposals (PUPs) and an Integrated Weed Management
Plan (IWMP) to minimize impacts from pesticides and invasive weeds.

3.6.14 Drainage and Erosion Control

Grading of up to 2,059 acres and other types of ground treatment would be conducted
outside of existing major drainage channels. Once construction is complete, the
topography beneath the solar panels would be the same as the baseline condition
except in areas where soil has been compacted or rocks and isolated surface
undulations have been removed by grading. Native vegetation would be allowed to
reestablish naturally and would be trimmed during operation as necessary.

Security fencing would not be used in the major drainage channels in between the
array fields to minimize impacts to wildlife corridors and stormwater flow. If needed
along larger drainages, breakaway fencing would consist of a driven post with
detachable connections just above ground level, which allow the fencing to yield to the
force of a storm event without damage to the embedded portion of the post. Following
such an event, the fence would be reattached to the post. The entrance to each access
road along the perimeter would include a security gate.

The design of the array fields would avoid placing solar panels within the stormwater
flow corridors downstream of the existing culverts under I-15 so that flows from the
culverts would continue to follow existing braided flow channels.

The drainage plan described in the application originally proposed included three
drainage channels to be constructed between the array fields with each channel
approximately three feet below grade and varying in width and length. Also, proposed
were approximately ten temporary sediment basins of varying sizes and depths to be
constructed adjacent to the drainage channels and throughout the site and removed at
the conclusion of construction (see Figure 3-9a for the original proposed
stormwater infrastructure).
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During the preparation of this Staff Assessment, the applicant submitted a revised
drainage plan that would remove the berms, drainage channels and box culverts and
temporary sediment basins that had previously been proposed (RE 2025ijjj). The low
water crossings originally proposed to accommodate the access roads crossing shallow
seasonal drainages would remain. Grading during construction would be minimized and
offsite stormwater would be allowed to flow through the solar array areas in accordance
with a Final Fluvial Geomorphic Stormwater Design Plan (FGSDP) prepared by the
applicant. The FGSDP would incorporate fluvial geomorphic design principles to both
preserve and create stable, self-sustaining stream channels and floodplains that
maintain and/or mimic natural hydrologic and sediment transport processes.
Stormwater originating from northwest of I-15, would flow through three arroyos
between the solar array areas, although these ephemeral streams would not be
modified. Riprap consisting of small diameter rock (e.g., 3-inch), would be used where
needed at existing grades to stabilize at-grade access road crossings of the three
arroyos. Compacted elevation pads anticipated for the BESS yards, project substation
and utility switchyard would be protected by small rock-lined swales and berms
adjacent to the pads to capture and infiltrate increased runoff. Where needed, and as
determined during the final design of the project, some solar panel pilings would be
installed deeper to counter any potential localized scour. If needed, small rock may be
used to prevent the localized scour. A scour analysis utilizing the results of a 2D
hydraulic model would determine whether small rock would be needed at the solar

panel pilings. See Figure 3-9b for the updated proposed stormwater
infrastructure based on the applicant’s updated design plans (TN 268868).
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Figure 3-9a Original Proposed Stormwater Infrastructure

(@ Preliminary Tank Location
@ Preliminary Well Location
[ Project Area
m Solar Array
[ Proposed Substation
[ Proposed BESS Yard
[ ] Proposed Switchyard
[ Access Road
- Proposed Outlet Protection Feature
[] Proposed Sediment Basin
[ Limit of Disturbance
[] Drainage Canal
€ Municipal Well
——= Proposed Fenceline
= Access Road (On-site)

HIN
1
1: ‘!‘H

Source: RE 2025eeee

PROJECT DESCRIPTION
3-24



Soda Mountain Solar Project
Staff Assessment

Figure 3-10b Updated Proposed Stormwater Infrastructure
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3.7 Activities

The following sections provide details about the timeline and process for construction of
the project. Once construction is complete, the project would operate for approximately
40 years. Construction would begin in the second quarter of 2026, and initial operation
would begin in the fourth quarter of 2027. Full-scale commercial operation is
anticipated to begin by the second quarter of 2028.

3.7.1 Construction Schedule and Workforce

Construction of the project is anticipated to begin in the second quarter of 2026 and
occur over an approximately 18-month period and consist of overlapping construction
stages:

» Stage 1 would include mobilization, site preparation as required, grading as required,
fencing, preparation of roads and laydown areas, and installation of measures in the
Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP), as well as erosion control features.

« Stage 2 would include installation of solar array structural components, including
piles, racking systems, and foundations.

= Stage 3 would include installation and makeup of electrical equipment including
trenching to install cables and installation of the solar and BESS inverters, solar
panels, BESS, gen-tie, switchyard and ancillary equipment, and would also include
trenching activities to install cables and other electrical equipment.

» Stage 4 would include inspections, testing, and commissioning.

The approximate duration of the stages is as follows:

Stage 1 would be from months 1 to 8,

Stage 2 would be from months 4 to 12,

Stage 3 would occur during months 10 to 16, and

Stage 4 would occur during months 15 to 18.

An average of 200 construction workers would operate daily on-site, with an anticipated
300 construction workers during peak construction activities.

The applicant proposes the work schedule to be from 6:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m., Monday
through Friday. However, to meet schedule demands or to reduce impacts, it may be
necessary to work early mornings, evenings, or on weekends during certain
construction phases. The work schedule may be modified throughout the year to
account for changing weather conditions (e.g., starting the workday earlier in the
summer months to avoid work during the hottest part of the day for health and safety
reasons). If construction work takes place outside these typical hours, activities would
comply with San Bernardino County standards for construction noise levels. For safety
reasons, certain construction tasks, including final electrical terminations, must be
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performed after dark when no energy is being produced. The project would use
restricted nighttime task lighting during construction. Lighting would include only what
is needed to provide a safe workplace, and lights would be focused downward,
shielded, and directed toward the interior of the site to minimize light exposure outside
the construction area.

3.7.2 Preconstruction Activities - Stage 1

Prior to construction, all contractors, subcontractors, and other on-site personnel would
receive Worker Environmental Awareness Program (WEAP) training regarding the
appropriate work practices.

Qualified biologists would conduct preconstruction surveys for sensitive species.
Sensitive resource areas would be flagged so they would be avoided or appropriately
managed during construction. Preconstruction field survey work would include
identifying precise locations of the project site boundary and desert tortoise and site
preparation security fencing. Construction staging areas would be established for
storing materials, construction equipment, and vehicles. These features would be
subsequently staked in the field. No paint or permanent discoloring agents would be
applied to rocks or vegetation to indicate survey or construction limits. All off-road
construction vehicle travel, fence installation, and staging area establishment would be
surveyed and/or monitored by qualified biologists, archaeologists, and tribal monitors,
as appropriate. The preconstruction field surveys would be conducted during daylight
hours, and vary in length and timing, depending on the species found on-site. The
proposed WEAP training would be required before a worker would be allowed to work
on the site. These trainings would also occur on a continuous basis during construction.
Onsite water wells would be drilled during Stage 1.

3.7.3 Site Preparation - Stage 1

Approximately 2,059 acres throughout the site would be disturbed. Grubbing and
grading would be required at roads, laydown areas, BESS yard, substation yard, and
switchyard to level rough or undulating areas, including around roads and laydown
areas, as well as the BESS yard, substation yard, and utility switchyard. Grubbing and
grading would also be required to prepare soils for concrete foundations for substation
equipment, inverters, energy storage systems, and the operations and maintenance
buildings. Grubbing would involve the removal of vegetation from the construction site,
while grading would include earthwork to achieve a certain base or slope. Mowing,
minimal grubbing, and grading may also be required in the array areas to prepare the
site to receive pile foundations. There would be approximately 630,000 cubic yards of
cut and 180,100 cubic yards of fill, thus requiring approximately 449,900 cubic yards of
cut on-site. The 449,900 cubic yards of net cut would be distributed throughout the
project disturbed area.

Per Mojave Desert Air Quality Management District Rule 403, as part of project
construction, the applicant would develop a Dust Control Plan that describes all
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