     ITEM 1

Proposed Agreement between California Energy Commission
and

  The Regents of the University of California, Bren School of Environmental Science & Management

Title:
Cumulative Biological Impacts Framework for Solar Energy Projects in the California Desert

Amount:
$383,787.00

Term:
28 months

Contact:
Misa Milliron

Committee Meeting:
7/21/2010

Funding

	FY
	Program
	Area
	Initiative
	Budget
	This Project
	 Remaining Balance

	09
	Electric 
	EA 
	Terrestrial Resources 
	$2,527,000 
	$335,654 
	$0 
	0% 

	09 
	Electric 
	EA 
	Aquatic Resources 
	$1,500,000 
	$48,133 
	$798,818 
	53% 


Recommendation

Approve this agreement with the Regents of the University of California, Santa Barbara (Bren School of Environmental Science & Management) for $383,787.00. Staff recommends placing this item on the discussion agenda of the Commission Business Meeting.

Issue
Executive Order S-14-08 directs state government agencies to take all appropriate actions to help achieve California's Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS) goal, which requires retail sellers of electricity to serve 33 percent of their load with renewable energy by 2020. Utility scale solar developments (greater than or equal to 20MW) are crucial to achieving this ambitious RPS goal.  However, such developments have large land and water requirements and can have negative impacts on delicate ecosystems and vulnerable species, particularly in the desert. To help address this issue, the Energy Commission and California Department of Fish and Game are developing a science-driven Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan (DRECP) for the Mojave and Colorado Deserts of California. The plan is intended to become the state road map for renewable energy project development that will advance state and federal conservation goals while facilitating the timely permitting of renewable energy projects in these desert regions.

Environmental review of recent solar applications has raised several unresolved issues and data gaps related to the analysis and mitigation of biological impacts. To advance the DRECP and facilitate environmental review and permitting, research is needed to devise a cumulative impacts framework for the biological impacts of solar projects within the DRECP planning area. 

Habitat models that operate on the scale of solar project impacts have been missing, but are now possible with recent advances in modeling. Improved habitat suitability models and planning tools can help overcome major obstacles in the regulatory planning process. The models needed go beyond compilations of existing data layers to suggest habitat importance for multiple species, at fine scales and incorporate influences of climate change and urban expansion. The planning tools needed capitalize on these modeling advances and facilitate assessments of connectivity, change synergies, and cumulative impacts. 

Background

In response to Executive Order S-14-08, the PIER Energy-Related Environmental Program released a request to develop interagency agreements and agreements with other government entities to the University of California, other public universities and local, regional, state and federal public agencies for research to help evaluate and resolve the biological impacts of solar energy projects in California as well as facilitate the permitting process. This competitive informal solicitation requested proposals investigating one or more of the following topics:

A.  Innovative mitigation strategies other than land acquisition that would effectively offset the negative impacts of California solar energy development on special-status species and sensitive plant communities; and/or rigorous validation of and/or improvements to frequently recommended mitigation measures (for example, habitat restoration, fencing, buffers for special-status species).

B.  New or enhanced habitat suitability models that help to: predict the distribution of special-status plants and animals and sensitive plant communities within the Mojave and Colorado Desert regions; evaluate the impact of solar energy technologies, plant designs, and/or solar project site selection on special-status plants and animals and sensitive plant communities; and provide planning tools to assist in the siting, design, permitting, and mitigation of solar energy projects.

C.  An improved impact assessment on species abundance and viability of relocating desert tortoise and/or other special-status plants and animals away from solar energy sites using currently established protocols; and/or develop improved protocols for relocation.

D.  Numerical thresholds for viability of listed species populations (i.e., minimum viable population size) in regions within the Mojave and Colorado Desert regions targeted for utility scale solar energy development.

E.  Framework for conducting cumulative impacts analysis of solar energy development on sensitive biological resources (i.e., a framework or methodology, not a comparison of actual project impacts).

Funding of $1.41 million was allocated to proposals received in this effort. A total of 12 proposals were received, and five were awarded. The scoring committee consisted of staff from the PIER Environmental and Renewable Programs, staff from the Siting Division, and staff from the Department of Fish & Game.

Proposed Work
The goal of the proposed project is to create a practical framework for assessing cumulative biological impacts caused by new solar energy projects throughout the California Desert ecoregions. Therefore, the study area will be the planning region for the DRECP. The first objective is to develop a framework for conducting cumulative impacts assessment of solar energy projects and their interaction with future urban growth and climate change and adaptation. In the process of developing a cumulative impacts framework, the researchers will improve planning tools for avoiding or minimizing impacts (siting criteria) and for offsetting impacts. This work depends on enhanced habitat suitability models to predict the distributions of special status plants and animals and sensitive plant communities. The second objective is to enhance suitability models so that they are responsive to the cumulative changes from solar energy development, climate change, and urban growth. 

The researchers also intend to look for opportunities to adapt the tools and framework to support parallel research being performed on mitigation strategies, relocation protocols, and population viability modeling, and to maintain flexibility to support future research and energy planning. The project will support and complement the related analyses being done in this region and utilize existing advisory groups for the DRECP. The researchers intentionally proposed a relatively short timeline so that the results can inform urgent planning decisions.

Ultimate products will include predictive habitat suitability and siting criteria maps, a cumulative impacts framework/tool, and journal articles. Specifically, the framework/tools will consist of map layers resulting from the modeling work as well as downloadable cumulative impacts software incorporating species habitat suitability, climate change, urban growth, and energy development. The products of this research will directly benefit the preparation of the DRECP and the Siting Division's analyses. Interim results will be shared with the DRECP Science Panel.

Partners in the project are the University of California Santa Barbara (Earth Research Institute), Conservation International, and U.S. Geological Survey. In addition, this project involves extensive coordination with DRECP advisory groups and agencies. The budget consists of primarily labor, and some funding is allocated to travel and miscellaneous expenses including supplies.

Justification and Goals

This project "[will] advance energy science or technologies of value to California citizens..." (Public Resources Code 25620.(c)), and is part of a "full range of research, development, and demonstration activities that . . . are not adequately provided for by competitive and regulated markets (Public Resources Code 25620.1.(a)).

This project also addresses Governor Schwarzenegger's Executive Order S-14-08 and recommendations contained in the 2009 Integrated Energy Policy Report by reducing the uncertainty associated with licensing new renewable projects and supporting preparation of the Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan.

This will be accomplished by: 

· Providing a needed framework for assessing the cumulative impacts to biological resources resulting from solar energy development in the desert.
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