Appendix L: Crested Caracara Survey Memoranda



Audubon’s Crested Caracara Survey Technical Report

Florida Department of Transportation
District 1
SR 70

Limits of Project: From CR 721 S to South of CR 599/128™ Avenue

Highlands and Okeechobee Counties, Florida
Financial Management Number: 450334-1
ETDM Number: N/A

Date: 12/12/2023

The environmental review, consultation, and other actions required by applicable federal environmental
laws for this project are being, or have been, carried out by the Florida Department of Transportation
(FDOT) pursuant to 23 U.S.C. § 327 and a Memorandum of Understanding dated May 26, 2022 and
executed by the Federal Highway Administration and FDOT.



AUDUBON’S CRESTED CARACARA
(Polyborus plancus audubonii)

SURVEY REPORT

ROADWAY IMPROVEMENT PROJECT
STATE ROAD (SR) 70 FROM COUNTY ROAD (CR) 721 SOUTH TO CR 599/128" AVENUE
HIGHLANDS AND OKEECHOBEE COUNTIES

FM NUMBER: 450334-1

FLORIDA DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION

DISTRICT ONE

1|Page



Contents

Y oY o1=T o Yo [To] Y-SR PP 2
1.0 INTRODUCTION ...ttt ettt ettt ettt st ettt ettt e s bt e sae e st s bt e bt e bt e bt e s st e s aeeeme e et e et e enbeenbeenmnesanesanesane 3
1.1 PROJECT DESCRIPTION ..ccttiiiiiiiiitttteeteeeeie ettt e e e e ettt e e e e e seaibte et e e e e s saabsaeeeeeeessannnseaaeeesssasannnraaaeeeeess 3
1.2 AUDUBON’S CRESTED CARACARAL.....co ittt ettt e settte s sttt e s sitte e s s sibee e s ssbeeesssabaeesssabeeesssaseaesenssenessnnnens 3
2.0 METHODOLOGY ...ttt sttt sttt st e bt et saee st et et e b e e sb e e s bt e saeesase s bt e bt e bt e smeesmeeemeeenseereenseens 5
2.1 EXISTING LAND USE ..ttt sttt ettt e she e sae e st st e b e e b e smeesme e et e emneenneenreens 5
2.2 POTENTIAL HABITAT ANALYSIS ..ottt sestststetstsesestssstssssssssssssssssssnsnsnsnsnnnnnnnsnnns 6
2.3 EXISTING OCCURRENCE DATA ....oeeeeetetetttutututetututeteeatatstsesessseseaesssesssssssessssssnsssssssssssnsnsssnsssnsnsnsnsnsnsnsnnns 6
2.4 SURVEY PROTOGCOL ...uuuuuuuuuuututuiunutititutututueetutasassssssssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnsssssssnsnsnsssnsnsnnnsnnns 6
3.1 POTENTIAL HABITAT OBSERVATIONS .....utiiiieitieriteete ettt ettt sttt ettt sbe e et st s et e b e s e smeesmees 8
3.2 ACTIVITY OBSERVATIONS ...ttt ettt sttt sttt ettt st sttt e b e sbe e s b e sae e et e e beenbeesneesmeesmees 8
3.3 NESTING OBSERVATIONS. ... s as 14
3.4 ADDITIONAL SPECIES UTILIZATION. ..o 18
4.0 DISCUSSION ... etetteeite ettt ettt ettt et et et e s b e s bt e sae e st e s ab e et e e bt e sbeesheesasesateeabe e bt e sbeesmeesmneembeenbeebeenreens 20
4.1 CARACARA SIGHTING CLUSTERS AND FLIGHT TRACKS ......otiiiirieineenienieesieeniee sttt sree e 20
4.2 CARACARA NESTING ...ttt ettt ettt sttt ettt e b e sbe e saee st e e beesbeesbeesatesmteemseenbeenbeenreens 20
4.3 POTENTIAL PROJECT IIMPACTS ...eeeiieiieeieeeeeeteeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseeeeeseseseseeeeeseeesesesesesseseseseeeeeeees 21
L (0 ][] 1 ] [ ] PPNt 22
5.0 REFERENGCES ...ttt ettt e e e e e ettt e e e e e e e aab e bt et e e e e e e e snbabeeeeeeeeeannbbbeeeeeseeasannnnnes 26
Figures
Figure 1 Project Location and Designated Caracara Ar€as .........ccccueeeeecureeeeiirveeeeiireeeesiereeessssseeessssssesssssseees 4
Figure 2 Suitable caracara habitat and location of survey stations .........cccoecvieiiiiieiinc e 7
Figure 3 Survey data for stations west of the Kissimmee RIVer. .......ccovuiiiiiiiiiiie e 23
Figure 4 Survey data for stations east of the Kissimmee RIVET. ........cccccuveeieciieei i 24
Figure 5 Primary Zones (300-Meter Buffer) and Secondary Zone (1,500-Meter Buffer) of Nest Trees...... 25
Tables
Table 1 Potentially suitable foraging and nesting habitat in the survey area by SFWMD FLUCFCS codes. ..5
Table 2 Observed bird species in the SUNVEY area..........cui i 19
Appendices

Appendix A Representative Survey Stations Photographs
Appendix B Field Collected Data

2|Page



1.0 INTRODUCTION

1.1 PROJECT DESCRIPTION

The Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT) is undertaking a roadway improvement project on State
Road (SR) 70 in southern Highlands and Okeechobee Counties between Arcadia, FL and Okeechobee, FL.
This project begins at County Road (CR) 721 South in Highlands County to the west and continues 8.56
miles east to CR 599/128" Avenue, which is located just east of the Highlands/Okeechobee County line
and lies within the Federally designated Audubon’s crested caracara consultation area and adjacent to
suitable caracara habitat (Figure 1).

In compliance with the Endangered Species Act (ESA) and the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA),
potential impacts to the Audubon’s crested caracara (Polyborus plancus audubonii or Caracara plancus
audubonii) have been assessed for the above referenced project. This report represents the results of
caracara foraging, nesting, and productivity surveys conducted during the 2023 caracara survey season.

1.2 AUDUBON’S CRESTED CARACARA
The caracara is a non-migratory subspecies of falcon that ranges across Florida, Texas, Arizona, Cuba,
Mexico, Central America, and northern South America. A disjunct population occurs in south Florida which
is isolated from the remaining populations and in 1987 was listed as threatened under the Endangered
Species Act of 1973 (16 U.S.C 1531 et seq).

Caracaras are large and long-lived raptors with an unusual and distinct color pattern (Photo 1). Adults and
subadults bear a black crest atop their head, have a naked face of
bright orange skin, a white neck that becomes barred with dark
streaks across the upper chest and back, and brownish-black
wings, back, and lower abdomen, with subadults displaying less
striking features. The tail is white with narrow, dark crossbars and
a dark terminal band, and their feet and legs are bright yellow.
Prominent white patches are visible near the tips of the wings in
flight. Juveniles have a similar color pattern but are brownish and
buffy with dark streaks on their breast and upper back. Their
facial skin is also pinkish in color and their legs are gray.

In Florida, caracaras typically inhabit dry or wet prairies with

scattered cabbage palms (Sabal palmetto) and can also be found

in lightly wooded areas. Because of widespread land use changes,

caracaras now commonly use improved or semi-improved

pasture as foraging habitat, notably if seasonal wetlands are

present. Studies show that caracaras in Florida primarily nest in

cabbage palms surrounded by open habitats with low ground Photo 1 Adult Audubon’s crested caracara
cover and low density of tall or shrubby vegetation. However, observed 01/31/2023 in the survey area.
caracaras have been recorded nesting in other tree species including Slash pine (Pinus elliottii), cypress
(Taxodium spp.), oaks (Quercus geminata, Quercus minima, Quercus pumila), red cedar (Juniperus
virginiana), Australian pine (Casuarina equisetifolia), saw palmetto (Serenoa repens), and black gum
(Nyssa sylvatica). Rarely, caracara have been observed nesting on electrical substations, radio towers, and
billboards (Morrison 2001, Humphrey & Morrison 1997, USFWS 2016).
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Figure 1 Project Location and Designated Caracara Areas
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2.0 METHODOLOGY

The field survey protocol was developed based jointly upon the USFWS (United States Fish and Wildlife
Service) Crested Caracara Draft Survey Protocol — Additional Guidance (2016-2017 Breeding Season) and
Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission’s (FWC) Recommended Management Practices and
Survey Protocols for Audubon’s Crested Caracara (Caracara cheriway audubonii) in Florida. Survey
methodology included pre-survey documentation of existing land uses and natural communities, direct
observation data, identification of potential caracara habitat, development of the field survey protocol,
assignment of survey station locations, and approval of the survey protocol by USFWS prior to proceeding.

2.1 EXISTING LAND USE

Based upon USFWS survey guidelines, a 1,500-meter buffer was applied to the FDOT ‘Project Area’ (i.e.
the footprint of the proposed project) to create the ‘Survey Area’. Then the South Florida Water
Management District (SFWMD) Florida Land Use, Cover, and Forms Classification System (FLUCFCS) (2017-
2019) shapefile and current aerial photography were used to map suitable foraging and nesting habitat
(Figure 2). Referring to the USFWS survey protocol, descriptions of suitable habitat were cross-referenced
with SFWMD land use data. Based upon the SFWMD land use data and subsequent field
verification/ground truthing, the identified survey area consists of approximately 11,000 acres of
potentially suitable nesting and foraging habitat, representing approximately 92 percent of the total study
area.

Table 1 below provides a list of potential caracara habitat and approximate acreage occurring within the
survey area. The predominant suitable habitat is improved pasture followed by unimproved pastures and
row crops.

Table 1 Potentially suitable foraging and nesting habitat in the survey area by SFWMD FLUCFCS codes.

Land Use Land Use Description Acres in Survey Percentage of
Code Area Survey Area
2110 Improved Pastures 5734.85 48.55%
2120 Unimproved Pastures 1040.88 8.81%
2130 Woodland Pastures 506.61 4.29%
2140 Row Crops 953.11 8.07%
2150 Field Crops 146.23 1.24%
2210 Citrus Groves 220.53 1.87%
2410 Tree Nurseries 4.34 0.04%
2420 Sod Farms 675.51 5.72%
3100 Herbaceous (Dry Prairie) 42.97 0.36%
3200 Upland Shrub and Brushland 21.55 0.18%
3300 Mixed Rangeland 63.44 0.54%
4110 Pine Flatwoods 31.65 0.27%
4270 Live Oak 8.41 0.07%
4280 Cabbage Palm 4.24 0.04%
4340 Upland Mixed Coniferous / Hardwood 17.32 0.15%
6172 Mixed Shrubs 535.95 4.54%
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Land Use Acres in Survey Percentage of

Code Land Use Description

Area Survey Area
Freshwater Marshes / Graminoid Prairie

6410 816.53 6.91%
- Marsh

6411 Freshwater Marshes-Sawgrass 0.17 0.00%

6430 Wet Prairie 184.51 1.56%

7400 Disturbed Land 35.34 0.30%

7430 Spoil Areas 41.81 0.35%

2.2 POTENTIAL HABITAT ANALYSIS

Based upon guidance documents provided by USFWS, suitable caracara nesting habitat includes dry or
wet prairies that contain scattered cabbage palms as well as lightly wooded areas, improved, unimproved,
and woodland pastures, sod farms, row crops, levees, and rangeland. Common vegetation includes saw
palmetto, scrub oaks, cypress, and short herbaceous vegetation. Cabbage palms are the strongly preferred
nesting habitat, though there have been reports of nests in other vegetation such as slash pine, cypress,
and oak. Habitat analysis was performed prior to the start of the survey season using the above existing
land use and natural community data followed by field verification of community types and physical
structure to determine the location of suitable habitat. Natural habitats within the project corridor include
freshwater marshes, prairies, and shrub and brushland, mostly associated with the Kissimmee River and
the C-41a Canal. Potential habitat mapped as pastures, croplands, and rangeland is found throughout the
survey area. Small isolated freshwater marshes are found throughout these areas as well. The remaining
survey area consists of low-density and rural residential lands not considered suitable habitat.

2.3 EXISTING OCCURRENCE DATA

Previous documentation of caracara occurrences includes data collected from casual observations and
data collected from formal surveys occurring within and adjacent to the project survey area. Data sources
include FNAI and the FWC Fish and Wildlife Research Institute (FWRI). The project lies entirely within the
USFWS consultation area for the Audubon’s crested caracara and the study area includes USFWS-
designated juvenile gathering areas for the species located south of the project near the C-41a Canal.

2.4 SURVEY PROTOCOL

Surveys were performed in strict accordance with the protocols described in the USFWS Crested Caracara
Draft Survey Protocol — Additional Guidance (2016-2017 Breeding Season). The survey area encompasses
SR 70 and a 1500-meter buffer zone around the project area. Potential caracara survey stations were
evaluated in the field on December 23, 2022. Survey stations were modified during the season as needed
to obtain a better view of caracara activity and potential nesting sites. A map showing suitable habitat and
the eight survey stations is provided above as Figure 2. Representative photographs of the field of view
from survey stations are provided in Appendix A.
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Figure 2 Suitable caracara habitat and location of survey stations
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Caracara nest surveys were conducted at each survey station between January 4 and April 28, 2023.
Surveys for each station were conducted approximately every two weeks, began 15 minutes prior to
sunrise, and continued for at least three hours after sunrise per survey protocol. During each survey,
observers remained in their vehicles at a survey station unless they were pursuing a flying caracara or
standing outside their vehicle to gain a better view of an active bird.

All primary observers held at least a bachelor’s degree in natural sciences with greater than two years
professional experience conducting bird surveys and at least 40 hours of caracara survey experience. Field
personnel utilized binoculars, aerial photographs of the survey area, datasheets, and cameras to document
and record observations. Weather conditions, survey times, descriptions of sightings, and other pertinent
information were recorded on datasheets and approximate caracara sighting locations and flight paths
were recorded on aerial photographs (Appendix B).

3.0 RESULTS

Documented observations have been summarized in four separate groupings: 1) potential habitat; 2)
activity; 3) nesting; and 4) additional species.

3.1 POTENTIAL HABITAT OBSERVATIONS
Pre-Survey Field Visit

December 23, 2022

A pre-survey field visit was conducted to verify the results of the desktop land use analysis for potential
habitat. Eight (8) observation stations were identified for Project 3 and were field adjusted based on
ground conditions (actual land use) and field of view, including location of trees or manmade structures
and curvature of the roadway that effected the observer viewshed.

3.2 ACTIVITY OBSERVATIONS
Survey Event 1

January 4, 2023

Station 20 — One adult was observed at 0756 flying east along SR 70, perching briefly in an oak, and then
continuing east along the road. Two adults were observed flying over a pasture north of SR 70 at 0911.

Station 23 — One adult caracara was observed at 0744 following SR 70 from west to east. It perched on
various utility poles and then flew to perch on and enter a slash pine.

Station 24 — One caracara was observed at 0850 flying east over a pasture south of SR 70. A second
caracara was observed at 0852 flying east along SR 70. At 0915, one caracara was observed flying west and
then south low over a pasture south of SR 70.
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January 5, 2023

Station 21 — One adult was observed at 0820 perched on a post north of SR 70, flew south to a pole at
0829, and departed west at 0836. An adult was observed at 0930 flying north.

Station 22 — At 0944 one adult caracara was observed grabbing roadkill and departing north over
agricultural fields.

Station 25 — No caracara observed.

January 6, 2023

Station 26 — One adult caracara was observed perched on a snag east of the station at 0719. Caracara
departed flying west over SR 70.

Station 27 — Numerous caracaras were observed including an adult perched on a snag west of the station
at 0719 and another adult perched on a snag east of the station at 0734. Two adults, one carrying food,
flew over the station at 0736 headed east. One adult was observed flying north over the tree line on 128"
Ave at 0913. Two adults were observed perched on a snag at 1105, both departed south at 1107 and 1111.

Survey Event 2

January 17, 2023

Station 20 — No caracara observed.

January 18, 2023

Station 21 — One adult was observed at 0920 perched on a pole north of SR 70, which then flew SE at 0945
to perch in an oak.

Station 23 — No caracara observed.

Station 24 — One adult was observed flying east over SR 70 at 0846. An adult was observed again at 0911
flying east over SR 70 towards the river. At 0950, an adult was observed perched in a slash pine east of the
survey station for at least ten minutes.

January 19, 2023

Station 22 — Numerous caracaras were observed, including a juvenile that was observed at 0752 that
remained in the area perching and walking on the ground for approximately 1 hour. A second juvenile was
observed at 0833 circling the road. The two juveniles departed west at 0857, reappeared at 0907 and
remained in the area. One adult flew in from the south at 0939 to perch in a snag. The caracara departed
flying north at 0955 and was joined by a second adult. One juvenile left the area headed south at 1041.

Station 25 — No caracara observed.

January 20, 2023

Station 26 — One adult caracara was observed flying west along SR 70 at 0812. Another adult was observed
flying north from south of SR 70 to perch on snag east of survey station at 0823, which departed flying
west along SR 70 at 0839. At 0904, an adult approached flying east along SR 70 to perch in the snag.
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Station 27 — Numerous caracaras were observed. One adult flew in from the northwest at 0804 to perch
on snag east of the survey station. It departed southwest at 0812. An adult was observed flying from the
southwest at 0823 to perch in a different snag west of the survey station, which departed southwest at
0838. At 0904, an adult approached flying east along SR 70 to perch in the snag, which departed southeast
at 0919. An adult approached from the north at 1024 to land in the eastern snag, moved to western snag
at 1026, and departed flying southwest after a few minutes.

Survey Event 3

January 31, 2023

Station 21 — One adult was observed flying north along CR 721 at 0931 and then flew south to perch on a
pole at 0938.

Station 23 — Multiple caracaras were observed. An adult was observed flying from the west headed
southeast at 0723. At 0851, one adult flew along SR 70 from the east to perch on a pole, then flew across
the road to a second pole at 0854. At 0859, it moved to a third pole circling around fresh roadkill and then
flew south down SR 70 at 0902. At 0905, two adults flew together from the south, one stopped to perch
on a pole while the other continued towards the east. The perched adult flew south at 0908. An adult was
observed flying east to west over a field at 0941 and then followed by a second adult at 0943. At 1006 an
adult was observed flying from the south headed north.

Station 24 — One adult was observed flying east over SR 70 and then turned north at 0741. An adult was
observed flying from the southeast at 0945, crossed SR 70 and landed to perch in pine. The adult hopped
to the ground at 0952 and then flew to a cabbage palm, returned to the ground at 0955 and then flew
back to cabbage palm carrying what appeared to be nesting material. The adult left the cabbage palm at
0957, perched in a nearby pine, and vocalized. It departed flying east along SR 70 and then southeast at
1002.

February 1, 2023

Station 20 — No caracara observed.
Station 22 — No caracara observed.

Station 25 — One caracara was observed at 1016 flying towards SR 70 from the southeast which was chased
off to the west by nesting osprey.

February 2, 2023

Station 26 — One adult caracara approached from the north at 0940 to perch on snag east of the survey
station. It left the perch at 0950 headed east down SR 70 and then turned northwest over a pasture.

Station 27 — One adult caracara was observed perched on a snag at 0735 having approached form the
south. It departed west at 0738.
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Survey Event 4

February 14, 2023

Station 21 — One adult was observed north over SR 70 at 0840. Two adults were seen perched on poles
south of SR 70 at 0857. One flew south into a group of palms and the other flew north out of view at 0922.

Station 23 — At 0805, one adult circled over SR 70, perched briefly, and then departed north at 0810. An
adult was observed flying over SR 70 east to west at 0835. At 0901, an adult flew over SR 70 from the west
to perch and then departed east following the road at 0902.

Station 24 — An adult was observed perched on a slash pine adjacent to the potential nest tree at 0758. At
0811, an adult flew into a suspected nesting cabbage palm with nesting materials. At 0819, one adult left
the tree to the ground and then re-entered the palm. At 0821, an adult left the cabbage palm to perch
briefly in a slash pine with a second adult and then departed northwest. The second adult departed west
down SR 70 at 0829 and then turned northwest. At 0839, one adult was observed from the west flying
east down SR 70. An adult returned to the slash pine at 0842, hopped to the ground at 0850, and flew to
perch in another slash pine. At 0903, an adult flew in from the west following SR 70 and landed in a field.
Two adults were observed together in a slash pine at 0914, one flew to suspected nesting cabbage palm
at 0921, returned to pine at 0924, and departed east at 0927. One adult returned to the cabbage palm at
0934, and then both adults departed east/northeast together at 0949.

February 15, 2023

Station 22 — An adult was observed at 0705 flying from the northeast to enter a cabbage palm. A second
adult approached from the east and entered the same palm at 0706. One adult departed west at 0707.
The second adult departed in the same direction at 0709. At 0816, an adult flew across SR 70 from the
north to land in a royal palm. It departed the palm flying northeast at 0825 to perch on a snag, departing
north at 0829. At 0905, an adult approached from the north to perch back on the snag and was joined by
a second adult at 0908. One adult departed snag at 0912 to return to the original cabbage palm. The
second adult departed at 0914 to land in the sod farm southwest of the survey station. At 0916, the first
adult departed the cabbage palm southwest to perch in a royal palm. One adult flew northeast at 0919
and the second adult flew south over SR 70 and then turned west at 0926.

Station 25 — No caracara observed.

February 16, 2023

Station 26 — No caracara observed.

Station 27 — No caracara observed.

Survey Event 5

March 1, 2023

Station 21 — No caracara observed.
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Station 24 — One adult approached from the north across SR 70 at 0942 and continued westbound over
the road to land in a slash pine northwest of the suspected nest tree a few minutes later. It left the perch
at 0946 to fly across SR 70 in a large southeast loop.

Station 25 — No caracara observed.
March 2, 2023
Station 22 — No caracara observed.

Station 23 — An adult was observed flying into a group of trees at 0819. At 0828, one adult flew into a
cabbage palm with nesting material. It left the cabbage palm at 0835 heading east across the pasture. An
adult returned to the same cabbage palm at 0841 and was joined by a second adult from the ground at
0842. One adult left the tree headed northwest at 0844. The second adult left the tree and landed on the
ground nearby at 0845. One adult returned to the cabbage palm at 0854 and then left at 0905 to a utility
pole. At 0909, a second adult returned to the cabbage palm to perch and then hopped to the ground a
few minutes later. An adult left the tree at 0913 to perch on a fence post while the second adult returned
to the tree. The adult left the tree at 0919 to the ground in a nearby pasture while the other adult returned
to the tree. The adult left the tree back into the pasture at 0924, and then both adults returned to the
cabbage palm at 0927. One adult returned to the pasture at 0930 and was joined by a subadult at 0937.
At 0940, an adult flew to the ground with food and then returned to the cabbage palm. The subadult
departed east at 0941, and then returned to perch on a fence post at 0951.

March 3, 2023

Station 26 — A subadult flew in from the southwest at 0705 to perch north of SR 70 and then departed
north over the road. At 0712, a subadult approached from the northeast to the sod farm and then returned
to the perch. It departed the perch at 0716 flying west, grabbed food from SR 70 and then landed in the
sod farm. It returned from the west at 0724, grabbed food off the road, and returned to the sod farm. At
0727 it returned to the road and then perched on a fence post to the south and then flew northwest across
the sod farm at 0729 to a snag on the western limits.

Station 27 — A subadult approached from the southwest at 0706 to perch on a snag briefly, then departed
north over the road and turned south over a field. The subadult returned to the perch at 0714 and then
departed west over the road at 0717.

Survey Event 6

March 15, 2023

Station 21 — One adult was observed perched on a pole north of SR 70 at 0822 which flew northwest out
of vision at 0826.

March 16, 2023
Station 22 — No caracara observed.

Station 25 — No caracara observed.
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March 17, 2023
Station 26 — No caracara observed.

Station 27 — One juvenile was observed at 0824 flying from the southwest across a field and then continued
north along NW 128" Ave.

Survey Event 7

March 28, 2023

Station 22 — An adult was observed at 0927 flying west from the northeast to land in a sod field. At 0949,
a second adult flew west from the northeast to the join the first in the sod field. One adult departed at
0953 west over the field. The second adult departed field at 0954 to perch in a royal palm.

Station 25 — No caracara observed.

March 29, 2023

Station 21 — No caracara observed.

Station 26 — No caracara observed.

Station 27 — No caracara observed.

March 31, 2023

Station 24 — A juvenile was observed flying north to south at 0836. At 0923, one adult was observed flying

east/northeast and was joined by a second adult, both continuing northeast.

Survey Event 8

April 11, 2023

Station 26 — An adult was observed at 0755 flying from the southwest, then flew east down SR 70 and
perched on a snag. It hopped down to the ground out of sight at 0759.

Station 27 — An adult was observed at 0755 flying from the west to perch on a snag. It hopped down to
the ground at 0758, grabbed food from SR 70, and perched on a fence post until 0810, then hopped into
trees out of sight.

April 12, 2023

Station 21 — An adult was observed at 0843 flying north along CR 721, then turned east. At 0906, an adult
was observed perched on a pole east of CR 721, then flew west just south of SR 70 at 0908.

Station 22 — No caracara observed.
Station 25 — No caracara observed.

April 14, 2023

Station 24 — No caracara observed.
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Survey Event 9

April 23, 2023

Station 21 — An adult was observed flying north along CR 721 at 0752, then turned east to perch on a fence
post. A second adult was observed in a pasture east of CR 721 at 0802. Three caracaras were observed in
a pasture east of CR 721 at 0822. At 0857, two adults were observed flying north along CR 721.

April 25, 2023

Station 24 — No caracara observed.

Station 25 — No caracara observed.

April 26, 2023

Station 26 — An adult was observed flying in from the east at 0726 to land on a perch for a few minutes
and then continued east. It returned to the perch at 0741 from a south field and left the perch at 0750
headed southeast over the field. At 0755, an adult flew west down SR 70 carrying food then turned
northwest at the curve. At 0920, two adults flew east down SR 70, one turned northeast and the other
flew to land in the southeast field.

Station 27 — An adult flew in from the northeast at 0648 to perch on the snag, then departed northeast at
0653. At 0725, an adult flew in from the northeast to the western snag, then departed east at 0727
following SR 70, turned back northwest over a field, and flew out of sight headed northeast. At 0742, an
adult approached from the southwest to perch on the western snag, departed east over the road at 0750,
then turned southeast to land in a field. It departed the field at 0755 carrying food, turned west over the
road and then departed northwest. At 0920, two adults flew in from the west, one to the eastern perch
and one to the southeast field. The perched adult departed east over the road at 0930 and the second
adult departed the field headed northwest carrying food.

April 28, 2023

Station 22 — At 0647, an adult flew west of the road, turned north and then east and appeared to land in
a field. At 0703, an adult approached from the west carrying food towards the nest tree at Station 23. The
adult departed the nest tree at 0708 headed east and then turned heading west. At 0823, an adult flew
northwest from the southeast and joined a second adult perched on a utility pole. At 0828, one adult
departed west and the second flew in a circle and returned to the perch. At 0831, the adult flew west from
the perch down SR 70, circle around the sod farm, and then perched on a utility pole north of SR 70 at
0835. At 0837, it flew northeast from the perch circling in a field north of SR 70.

3.3 NESTING OBSERVATIONS
Productivity Surveys

February 15, 2023

Station 20 — At 0710, an adult flushed from the nest. Observations suggest that chicks have hatched.
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February 28, 2023

Station 20 — At 0703, an adult was observed perched on a pole near the nest tree, then flew northeast at
0704. An adult returned to the nest with food at 0714, flew to perch briefly on a pole at 0716, then flew
northeast. At 0721, two adults were seen perched on poles near the nest, moved perches a few times,
then flew east at 0741. Both adults returned to the nest with food at 0755, one departed east at 0756 and
the other perched on a pole briefly then departed east at 0832. At 0845 an adult returned from the east,
was chased by a hawk, then landed in the fronds of the nest tree.

March 14, 2023

Station 20 — An adult was observed perched on a pole by the nest at 0726, flew north at 0730. At 0752, an
adult flew into the nest. The second adult flew out of the nest to perch on a pole nearby, then flew north
at 0757. An adult returned to the nest with food at 0810, left nest to perch on a pole, then flew north at
0830. An adult returned from the east to perch near the nest at 0903, then departed north at 0913.
Potential two juveniles in the nest.

March 16, 2023

Station 23 — An adult approached the nest tree from the south pasture at 1205, perched in front of the
nest tree and then entered the nest after a couple of minutes. At 1220, a juvenile approached the nest
from a western pasture and was chased off by an adult towards the southwest.

Station 24 — At 1730, an adult flew west down SR 70 then circled back northeast and continued west down
SR 70. It was seen flying in wide circles around SR 70 between 1740 and 1745. No activity around, or use
of, nest tree was observed.

March 17, 2023
Station 24 — No activity around, or use of, nest tree observed. Nest considered a failure/abandoned.
March 28, 2023

Station 20 — Both adults were observed on posts by the nest at 0800. Both adults and one fledgling were
observed on the ground near the nest at 0816. Fledgling and adults remained on the ground until end of
survey.

Station 23 — An adult emerged from the nest at 1101 to perch on a nearby utility pole and then departed
west at 1105. At 1142, an adult approached from the southwest, circled and entered the nest from the
west, emerged from the nest, circles, and re-entered the nest from the east.

March 31, 2023

Station 23 — An adult emerged from the nest at 1024 to perch on a nearby utility pole and then departed
east at 1036. At 1042, an adult flew east to west chasing a crow from the nest area and then perched on
a fence, dropped to the ground at 1046 and then walked around for approximately 8 minutes picking at
food on the ground. At 1054, it flew up to perch in the nest tree and then entered the nest a few minutes
later. An adult emerged from the nest at 1059, perched on a fence post, and then dropped to the ground
at 1104. It jumped up and down from the fence post a few times and then sat on the post preening until
end of survey.
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April 11, 2023

Station 20 — A fledgling was observed on a fence post by the nest at 0725, hopped down to the ground at
0729, then flew a short distance out of view at 0740. At 0802, the fledgling was observed flying a short
distance to a fence post west of the nest. An adult perched on an adjacent fence post at 0806, then
departed north. At 0818, an adult returned from the west and had a brief interaction with the fledgling on
the ground. The adult departed northwest at 0826. And adult and the fledgling were observed on the
ground south of the nest at 0908.

Station 23 — An adult approached from the southwest and flew east/southeast down the road at 1033. At
1110, an adult appeared from the southeast chasing a juvenile bald eagle from the nest area. It returned
and landed in the nest tree briefly and then left to perch on a nearby utility pole at 1115. It left the perch
at 1120 headed south.

April 14, 2023

Station 23 — An adult approached from the southeast headed northwest to enter the nest at 1054. It
departed the nest at 1056 headed southeast.

April 22, 2023

Station 20 — An adult was observed perched on a pole south of the nest at 0742. A second adult was
observed perched close by on a palm at 0756. Both adults flew to ground at 0817, then one adult returned
to the pole at 0837. At 0850, the adult flew into a nearby palm, chatter was heard, then a juvenile flew
out of the palm headed north/northwest. The adult flew north, then turned west and the juvenile followed
it west along SR 70. Productivity surveys for this station were concluded.

April 25, 2023

Station 23 — An adult entered the nest at 1002 and then departed after a few minutes headed east down
SR 70. At 1015, an adult was observed chasing a juvenile caracara from the northwest, the juvenile landed
in a group of pines and the adult continued southeast. At 1023, an adult approached from the east and
chased the juvenile northwest. An adult was observed perched on utility pole near the nest at 1042 and
was chased off by other nesting passerines at 1053. An adult returned to the utility pole at 1124 and then
entered the nest a few minutes later. The second adult flew in at 1127 to perch on fence post near the
nest tree. The first adult departed the nest to join the other on the fence below the nest tree at 1129 and
the second adult flew into the nest. Perched adult departed south across the field. Adult departed the
nest at 1143 and returned to perch on nearby utility pole.

April 28, 2023

Station 23 — An adult emerged from the nest at 0954 to perch briefly on utility pole and then departed
west. It returned to the nest from the northwest at 0956. At 0959, an adult approached from the west to
perch on a fence post, hopped to the ground briefly, and then entered the nest at 1001. One adult emerged
from the nest at 1002 onto the ground and was joined by the second adult at 1005. One returned to the
nest 1007 and the second returned to the nest at 1010 carrying food from the ground. One adult flew east
from the nest tree to perch on a utility pole at 1012, moved southeast to a second utility pole south of SR
70 at 1013, and then flew southwest at 1018.
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May 12, 2023

Station 23 — Both adults were observed perched on a nearby utility pole at 0822. The first adult departed
west at 0832 and the second adult departed east, turning south at 0834. One adult flew in from the
northwest with food to enter the nest at 0911, exited the nest to perch on palm fronds at 0915, and
returned to perch on the utility pole at 0917. At 0919, it departed northeast. At 0940, an adult returned
to the nest from the east carrying food and then returned to the utility pole at 0942.

May 24, 2023

Station 23 — An adult was observed at 0827 flying east to west along SR 70 to perch on a utility pole. It
departed northwest over the sod field at 0833, followed by a second adult headed north. One adult was
seen flying southeast from the sod field at 0902. No activity near or in the nest was observed.

June 2, 2023

Station 23 — At 0815, one adult flew in from the north to the ground in front of the nest tree. It entered
the nest at 0816, exited to perch on a fence post at 0824, and then moved to the utility pole at 0827. At
0828, two juveniles exited the nest to perch on palm fronds in the nest tree. The adult departed east over
SR 70 and then turned south at 0839. The juveniles were observed on the palm fronds vocalizing, flapping
wings, and preening until 1004 when they re-entered the nest (Photo 2).

Photo 2 Two juvenile caracara observed on palm frond in Station 23 nest tree.
June 16, 2023

Station 23 — One adult returned from the east to the ground near the nest tree at 0630 carrying food. A
second adult approached from the east at 0634 to perch on utility pole, then departed north at 0657. The
first adult hopped up to perch on a fence post at 0656, was joined by the second adult on an adjacent
fence post at 0657, and both departed to the north. The observer location was shifted at 0700 and two
juveniles were observed, one on a fence post and one on the ground. Between 0714 and 0908, the adults
returned with food to feed the juveniles five times, both juveniles were observed eating. In between
feedings, the juveniles were observed walking around on the ground, perched on fence posts, preening,
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interacting with each other, and flying between fence posts and in small loops on the ground (Photo 3).
Productivity surveys for this station were concluded.

Photo 3 Two juveniles observed on fence posts near Station 23 nest tree.

3.4 ADDITIONAL SPECIES UTILIZATION

There is one verified active bald eagle nest adjacent to Station 27 (Photo 4) and one expected bald eagle
nest in the proximity of Stations 22 and 23 due to activity observed in the area. On at least one occasion,
caracara and bald eagles were observed fighting over roadkill within the project area. One juvenile bald
eagle flew close to the nest tree in Station 23 and was chased off by an adult caracara.

Six osprey nests were located near Station 25 and they were active throughout the survey season (Photo
5). Only one caracara was observed in this station, during Survey Event 3, which was immediately chased
off by an adult osprey. An active osprey nest was also observed between Stations 26 and 27 but no
conflicts were observed at these sites. A variety of passerines, waterfowl, and raptors, including bald
eagles, black and turkey vultures, hawks, and osprey were observed throughout the study area during the
survey period (Table 2).

Photo 4 Active bald eagle nest adjacent to Station 27. Photo 5 Active osprey nest within Station 25.
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Table 2 Observed bird species in the survey area

Scientific Name Common Name Stations Observed
Accipiter cooperii Cooper's Hawk 22,23, 26,27
Agelaius phoeniceus Red-winged Blackbird 22,26,27

Anas fulvigula Mottled Duck 22

Anhinga anhinga Anhinga 22,23, 24, 25, 26

Antigone canadensis

Sandhill Crane

22,23, 24, 26, 27

Ardea alba

Great Egret

22,23, 24, 25, 26, 27

Ardea herodias

Great Blue Heron

22,24, 25, 26

Bubo virginianus

Great-horned Owl

22

Bubulcus ibis

Cattle Egret

22,23, 24, 25, 26, 27

Buteo lineatus

Red-shouldered Hawk

22,23, 24,27

Cardinalis cardinalis Northern Cardinal 27
Cathartes aura Turkey Vulture 22,23, 24, 25, 26, 27
Charadrius vociferus Killdeer 22,25, 27

Circus hudsonius

Northern Harrier

22,23, 24,26

Coragyps atratus

Black Vulture

22,23, 24, 25, 26, 27

Corvus brachyrhynchos

American Crow

22,23, 24, 25, 26, 27

Dendrocygna autumnalis

Black-bellied Whistling Duck

26

Dryobates pubescens Downy Woodpecker 23

Egretta caerulea Little Blue Heron 22,23, 25
Egretta thula Snowy Egret 22,25, 26
Egretta tricolor Tri-colored Heron 23,24, 25
Elanoides forficatus Swallow-tailed Kite 26

Eudocimus albus White Ibis 23,24, 25, 26
Falco sparverius paulus Southeastern American Kestrel 22,23, 25
Gallinago delicata Wilson's Snipe 27

Haliaeetus leucocephalus Bald Eagle 22,23, 27
Hirundinidae spp. Swallow Species 22,23, 24, 25, 26
Lanius ludovicianus Loggerhead Shrike 22,23, 26
Megaceryle alcyon Belted Kingfisher 22

Melanerpes carolinus Red-bellied Woodpecker 23,24, 25, 27
Mimus polyglottos Northern Mockingbird 22,23, 24
Molothrus ater Brown-headed Cowbird 24

Mycteria americana Wood Stork 22,23, 24, 25, 27
Myiarchus crinitus Great Crested Flycatcher 22,24, 25

Nannopterum auritum

Double-crested Cormorant

22,23, 24, 25, 26, 27

Pandion haliaetus

Osprey

22,23, 25,26, 27

Passerina ciris

Painted Bunting

22

Polioptila caerulea

Blue-gray Gnatcatcher

23,24

Quiscalus major

Boat-tailed Grackle

22,24, 26

Quiscalus quiscula

Common Grackle

22,23, 24, 25, 26, 27

Sayornis phoebe Eastern Phoebe 22
Setophaga coronata Yellow-rumped Warbler 23
Setophaga palmarum Palm Warbler 22,23, 24,27
Streptopelia decaocto Eurasian Collared Dove 22
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Scientific Name Common Name Stations Observed

Sturnella magna Eastern Meadowlark 22,23, 24, 26, 27
Sturnus vulgaris Common Starling 22,23, 24, 25, 26, 27
Turdus migratorius American Robin 23,27

Zenaida macroura Mourning Dove 22,23, 24,25,26,27

4.0 DISCUSSION

4.1 CARACARA SIGHTING CLUSTERS AND FLIGHT TRACKS

A total of 61 nesting surveys and 19 productivity surveys were completed across the eight survey stations.
Caracara(s) were observed during 37 of the nesting surveys and 18 of the productivity surveys and were
observed at least once at each survey station.

Caracara survey data shown in Figure 3 and Figure 4 reveals clusters of sightings and flight tracks that
appear to converge on or depart from similar locations, along with sighting of active nests by other bird
species. Caracaras were observed most frequently at Station 23 near NW New Pine Ridge Rd. and in
between Stations 26 and 27. Frequent activity observed at Station 23 proved to be associated with an
active nest near that station. At Stations 26 and 27, the high caracara activity dropped off around survey
event 4, which coincided with fledging of the nearby bald eagle nest. During the last two survey events,
adult caracaras were seen repeatedly collecting food from the area and returning to the field northwest
of Station 26. This evidence suggests that a roost or potentially a nest may exist in that area. Sightings
were frequent at Station 24 until an apparent nest failure/abandonment prior to survey event 6. Caracara
were not observed in the area around the Kissimmee River which is saturated with active osprey nests
except on one occasion during survey event 3 when the individual caracara was immediately chased out
of the area by an adult osprey.

Sighting clusters were generally located within habitat mapped as improved pasture, with foraging
activities also observed within cropland/pasture and orchards/groves. Caracaras were commonly
observed utilizing manmade structures including utility poles and fence posts as perches, along with snags
and occasionally fronds of cabbage and royal palms.

4.2 CARACARA NESTING

Two successful caracara nests were documented in the survey area during the survey season. The nest
identified at Station 23 produced two chicks (see Photo 2 and Photo 3) and the nest identified at Station
20 produced one chick. As caracara are cryptic around their nests and nests are extremely difficult to see,
additional undetected nests could exist in the area as well. Both confirmed nests were located within areas
mapped as improved pasture.

The area immediately surrounding a caracara nest is considered to be its core nest territory and includes
all habitats within 985 feet of the nest tree. The larger breeding territory includes everything within 5,000
feet of a nest tree. Figure 5 shows the core nest territory and potential breeding territory centered around
each identified nest tree.
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4.3 POTENTIAL PROJECT IMPACTS

Habitat utilization by caracaras was confirmed in all portions of the survey area during the 2023 survey
season. Nesting activity, including nest construction and protection, potential egg incubation, and delivery
of food, was observed at two nest sites, both of which produced chicks. The first nest, located within
Station 20 (approximate GPS coordinates 27.235678, -81.060708), was identified on February 15, 2023,
and chicks were confirmed on March 28, 2023. The second nest, located within Station 23 (approximate
GPS coordinates 27.237339, -81.027219), was identified on March 16, 2023, and chicks were confirmed
onJune 2, 2023.

The USFWS Species Conservation Guidelines for Audubon’s crested caracara establish two management
zones for caracara habitat use. The primary zone includes a 300-meter (985 foot) buffer around the nest
tree and the secondary zone includes a 1500-meter (4920 foot) buffer around the nest tree. The secondary
zone is generally the foraging territory for that nest site.

The proposed project activities are located within the primary and secondary protection zones for both
identified nest trees. Potential project activities that fall within these zones include construction of
additional travel lanes for SR 70. Reduction of impacts within the primary zone is essential to prevent
adverse effects on successful reproduction. This is particularly important during the nesting season
(November to April). Caracaras routinely feed on roadkill; therefore, paved roadways are considered
potential foraging habitat for this species. As such, new areas of roadway may still be considered potential
foraging habitat despite the change in land use. USFWS-designated juvenile gathering areas are located
within the survey area and would require additional conservation measures if they were located within
the project area, such as an on-site monitor during construction. However, the proposed project does not
include designated juvenile gathering areas.

Per the USFWS guidance to reduce impacts within the primary and secondary zones, the following
conservation measures are recommended within the project area during construction:

Year-Round Conservation Measures:

e Maintain nest trees and other trees in the primary zone, including dead trees that are used for
perching and roosting.

e Maintain ground vegetation, pasture, grassland, wetlands, ditches, canals, etc. in the primary and
secondary zones.

e Avoid use of chemicals toxic to wildlife in the primary and secondary zones, including pesticides,
fertilizers, or herbicides.

Nesting Season Conservation Measures (November to April):

e No construction or land clearing activities may take place in the primary or secondary zones of a
nest during nesting season.

e In general, human activities should be limited in the primary zone, including low flyovers by
aircraft.
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4.4 CONCLUSION

The proposed project will impact a small area of habitat within the primary zone of two nest trees,
however conservation measures will be implemented during construction to further minimize impacts and
the project area does not include juvenile gathering areas. Therefore, it is anticipated that this project will
have an effect determination of “may affect, but not likely to adversely affect” for the Audubon’s crested
caracara. Coordination with USFWS will be required to determine the final effect determination.
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Figure 3 Survey data for stations west of the Kissimmee River.
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Figure 4 Survey data for stations east of the Kissimmee River.
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Figure 5 Primary Zone (300-Meter Buffer) and Secondary Zone (1,500-Meter Buffer) of Nest Trees
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Appendix A

Representative Survey Station Photographs



Photo 1: Field of view from Survey Station 22

Photo 2: Field of view from Survey Station 24



Photo 3. Field of view from Survey Station 25

Photo 4. Field of view from Survey Station 27



Appendix B

Field Collected Data
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Caracara Survey Form (updated 12/9/2016)
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Caracara Survey Form (updated 12/9/2016)

Project Name: 2 ﬂ 9 ¢
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Location/Observation Block/Lat-Long: /M? 3 2§? % / 2(/ ¢ 7 v}}
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Observation Point Information
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Description of behavior, flight path, etc
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Caracara Survey Form (updated 12/9/2016)
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Caracara Survey Form (updated 12/9/2016)
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Caracara Survey Form (updated 12/9/2016)

Project Name: o0 X0 WO\?QY [

Location/Observation Block/Lat-tong: _ A
‘ Date Start Time Stop Time Observer Name(s) and Experience Level(s)
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Caracara Survey Form (updated 12/9/2016)

Project Name: :9’ d

LocatuonjObservatnon Block/ Lat-Long 27
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Caracara Survey Form (updated 12/9/2016)

<2 Fd

Project Name:
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