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The Standard Local Operating Procedures for Endangered Species
(SLOPES) for Audubon’s crested caracara provides a tool to

assist the user in determning if an action, i.e., a Federal
permt, a Federal construction project, or other such action,
may adversely affect crested caracaras. The SLOPES for

Audubon’ s crested caracara provide the user with a stepw se
process to determine if the proposed action will affect
caracaras, what effect will the action have on caracaras, and
options avail able that nay avoid or mnimze the action's
effects to caracaras.

The Fish and Wldlife Service (Service) encourages Federal
agencies to utilize the guidelines set forth in the Service’'s
Habi t at Managenent Gui delines for Audubon’s Crested Caracara in
Central and Southern Florida (caracara guidelines) (Service
2002a) for any action they propose that nay have an affect on
caracaras. In addition, the South Florida Milti-Species
Recovery Plan, Volunme |I: the Species (Service 1999) and the
Reconmended Managenent Practices and Survey Protocols for
Audubon’ s Crested Caracara (Caracara cheriway audubonii)
(Morrison 2001) provide a synopses of Audubon’s crested caracara
ecol ogy.

In eval uating project effects to caracaras in Florida, the
Service views all primary and secondary protection zones as 300
meters (985 feet) and 2,000 neters (6,600 feet) outward fromthe
nest tree, respectively (Service 2002a). Sonme activities not
recommended to occur within the primary zone may be allowed if
data are available to support their inplenentation.

Modi fications of both the primary and secondary zone activity
restrictions are reviewed and deci ded on a case-by-case basis.

SLOPES for Caracaras Flowhart Guide (see Figure 1)

As with the “SLOPES Process” flowhart, the first step is to
require project specific information, which generally includes a
proj ect description, habitat maps, project |ocation, and county.
On the project maps, determ ne the boundaries of the project and
a 6,600-foot buffer surrounding the property. The reason for
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the 6,600-foot radius is that the caracara guidelines identify a
primary zone of 985 feet and a secondary zone of 6,600 feet. To
identify off-site primary and secondary zones that may overl ap
onto the property, the Service has determ ned the center point

of a 6,600-foot circular secondary zone as the furthest point
that would allow for overlap of an off-site territory onto the

property.

Standard L ocal Operating Proceduresfor Endangered Species
Audubon’s Crested Caracara
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Figure 1 SLOPES for Caracaras Flowchart Guide

The next step is to map the vegetative conmunities present on
the property and in the property buffer area using one of the
community profile guides referenced in the “SLOPES Process”
narrative. Also, a review of caracara nests records avail able
fromthe Florida Natural Areas |Inventory database or databases
mai nt ai ned by the Service or other organizations needs to be
conducted to identify known nests | ocations.
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Nest Present/ Suitable Habitat Present - Yes/ No

The SLOPES fl owchart provides yes/no options for presence or
absence of nests and suitable habitat. |If no nests are recorded
in the databases and no suitable habitat is present, then the
Corp may nake the determ nation that the project will have “no
effect” on caracaras and can proceed with the Federal action.

| f desired, the Corps can request a concurrence letter fromthe
Servi ce.

If suitable habitat is present in the project area and no
recorded nests, the Service presunes that suitable habitat is
occupied and would result in a determ nation of “may affect” for
the listed species. The option provided in the SLOPES for
caracaras flowchart recomends surveys of suitable habitat. For
this purpose, suitable habitat for caracaras includes wet and
dry prairies, with scattered saw pal netto, scrub oaks, or
cypress, and inproved and sem -i nproved pastures and range

| ands. Heavily forested communities are not considered suitable
habitat for caracaras.

Breeding activity can occur from Septenber through June with the
pri mary season bei ng Novenber through April. Peak egg | aying
occurs from | ate Decenber through early February (Mrrison
1999). The post-fledgi ng dependency period is approximately 8
weeks. Therefore, surveys for territory occupancy or to find
new breeding pairs are best conducted during the nonths of
January, February, March, and April when nesting wthin the
overall population is at its peak and adults are nost |ikely
feeding nestlings (Mirrison 2001). Since caracaras are npst
sensitive during the nest building, incubation, and early stages
of the nesting cycle, surveys nmade earlier than January, i.e.
Decenber, may unduly disturb the birds and result in nest
abandonnent. Therefore, the Service does not recomrend surveys
during the nonth of Decenber, due to the birds' sensitivity to
di st urbances during nest building and early periods of

i ncubati on.

When surveying for caracara nests in areas where the nest site
is not known, observers should search all freestanding palm
trees, cabbage pal m hammobcks and ot her tree groupi ngs once a day
for 3 consecutive days. The 3-day search should be repeated
again in 2 weeks and again in 4 weeks. Cenerally, three
observation periods are sufficient to assess caracara presence,
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territory size, and population distribution. Note the
| ocations, with GPS coordinates on the site survey naps.

I f the surveys do not detect caracara nests, then a “may affect,
not likely to adversely affect” determ nation nmay be reached.

To receive concurrence with this determnation fromthe Service,
supporting data docunenting the |evel of survey effort in

sui tabl e habitat nmust be provided as well as the project
description, the project area habitat map, the text descriptions
of these habitats, and the reason for the determ nation, i.e.,
nest surveys of suitable habitats did not detect caracara nests.

May Affect Determ nation

| f the surveys detected caracara nests or the database searches
show t he presence of nests, then the determ nation is “may
affect” and further consultation with the Service is warranted
and the Corps is directed to the caracara guidelines. The
caracara gui delines provide a series of recommended restrictions
for activities in the primary and secondary zones both during
nesti ng season and outside the nesting season. These
recomrendati ons are the basis for the Service' s concurrence with
“no effect,” “may affect, not likely to adversely affect,” “may
beneficially affect,” and “may affect, likely to adversely
affect” determ nations. The flowchart provides five “my
affect” scenarios for consultations, with four providing for
“may affect, not likely to adversely affect” determ nations, and
the fifth requiring formal consultation.

Project Conplies Wth Caracara CGuidelines - Construction
Qut si de Nesting Season.

The first scenario provides the | east anbunt of techni cal

review. In this scenario, the project provides for ful
restriction of intrusive actions in the primary (985 feet) and

t he secondary zones (6,600 feet), with any acceptabl e | and uses
in the primary and secondary zones occurring outside the nesting
season. Primary zone restrictions are listed in the caracara
gui del ines and generally include the follow ng types of |and use
changes: renoval of pasture, renoval of natural or man-nmade
wet | ands within pastures, renoval of nest trees, renoval of
protective cover for fledged chicks, no construction of any

bui | di ngs, roads, powerlines or canals, no changes in current

| and managenent, and no use of chemcals harnful to wildlife.
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The primary zone is set aside by deed restriction, easenent, or
ot her protective covenant as an environnmentally sensitive area.
During the nesting season, unauthorized human entry is
restricted and helicopter or fixed-wing flyovers within 500 feet
vertical and 1,000 feet horizontal are prohibited. The nest and
the nest tree are protected by both Federal and State | aw and
renmoval or other neans of physical danage is prohibited year-
round. However, during the non-nesting season, exotic species
control, normal agricultural operations, and other wildlife
enhancenent actions may be permitted in the primary zone.

Restrictions in the secondary zone as listed in the caracara

gui delines include: restrictions on new construction activities,
i ncludi ng vehicles traffic, equipnent storage, material storage,
and earth stockpiling, no new comercial or industrial sites, no
mul ti-story buildings, no high density housing devel opnents or
apart nent conpl exes, no renoval of cover vegetation or trees, no
conversion of pasture and wetland habitats to row crops,
sugarcane, citrus groves, pine plantations, or hardwood forest,
and no use of chemcals harnful to wldlife. Routine
agricultural practices are not restricted. Again, these
restrictions should be assigned by deed restrictions, easenents,
or other protective covenants.

The incorporation of these prinmary and secondary zone

desi gnations and prohibitions into | and use restriction
docunents and provi ded as a conponent of a caracara nmanagenent
pl an woul d allow the Corps to nmake the determ nation that the
project “may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect”
caracaras and request concurrence fromthe Service. Upon
recei pt of the concurrence request and supporting data, the
Service may provide concurrence.

Project Conplies Wth Caracara Cui delines - Construction
Qut si de Nesting Season - Request Changes of Prinmary and
Secondary Zone Boundari es.

This option provides guidance to the Corps for projects where

t he proponent is requesting nodification of the caracara

gui deline’s recommended di nensions for the primary and secondary
zones. Modifications of the primary and secondary zone
boundaries are viewed on a site-specific, project-specific basis
and are based on the existing habitat qualities in the primry
and secondary zones and the flight and feeding patterns of the
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caracaras. In order to support a request to nodify the

di mrensi ons of the zones, data are necessary on the vegetative
community profiles in each of the zones, the flight patterns of
t he caracaras, the avail able foraging areas, and foraging
routes. The proponent providing the data nust include a

bi ol ogi cal evaluation of the nonitoring data and why the
proposed nodi fications would not adversely affect the nesting
caracaras. This information is incorporated as a conponent of

t he caracara managenent plan. |If the data in the caracara
managenent plan biol ogically supports the proponents request to
nmodi fy the primary and secondary zones, the Corps may nmake the
determ nation that the project “may affect, but is not likely to
adversely affect” caracaras and request concurrence fromthe
Service. Upon receipt of the concurrence request and supporting
data, the Service may provi de concurrence. However, the
Service believes that there are very few circunstances that
biologically justify nodifications of the prinmary zone.

Proj ect proposes actions that nodify habitat in primry
and/ or secondary zones. Project includes onsite habitat
enhancenment that result in no net |oss of function of habitat.

Thi s option provides guidance to the Corps for projects where

t he proponent is proposes nodifications to habitat in the
primary and/or secondary zones. Normally, such a request would
be considered as a “take” issue by the Service and would require
formal consultation. For instance, surveys of the habitats
within the territory of a resident pair of birds have identified
that the habitat has been physically altered by exotic species

i nvasion, lack of fire, or other anthropogenic actions. These
al terations have produced conditions onsite, either in the
primary or secondary zones, that have resulted in marginally
suitabl e habitat for the survival and propagati on of caracaras.
The pl anned action proposes | and use changes to these marginally
suitable habitats or to suitable habitats in the territory. The
proj ect al so proposes onsite habitat enhancenents and managenent
actions that provide habitat quality inprovenents that bal ance

| osses of small anmounts of marginally suitable habitat onsite.
The incorporation of these recommendations into the project and
docunented in a caracara managenent plan would all ow the Corps
to make the determ nation that the project “may affect, but is
not likely to adversely affect” |isted species and request
concurrence fromthe Service. Upon receipt of the concurrence
request and the supporting data, the Service could provide
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concurrence with the “may affect, but is not likely to adversely
affect” determ nation. The managenent plan, in this scenario,

al so needs a nonitoring programto docunent the success of the
enhancenment acti ons.

Nest Abandoned or Bl own Down

This “may affect” scenario provides guidance to the Corps in
assessing adverse effects to caracara nests that nmay have been
abandoned or bl own down during stormevents. Docunented
caracara nests are protected both by Federal and State laws. 1In
situations, where nests are bl omm down or damaged during storm
events, the caracaras will usually rebuild the nest during the
next nesting season in the sane tree or in an adjacent tree. 1In
certain circunstances, several years nmay past before a new nest

i s construct ed. Caracaras will al so abandon a nest if the
basi ¢ physi cal and biol ogi cal paraneters necessary for survival
of the species are | ost.

To eval uate such situations, the caracara guidelines provide
recommendations that a nest site be protected for no | ess than 3
years for bl own down nests and no |l ess than 3 years for
abandoned nests.

The incorporation of these recommendations into the project and
docunented in the caracara managenent plan would all ow the Corps
to make the determ nation that the project “may affect, but is
not likely to adversely affect” caracaras and request
concurrence fromthe Service. Upon receipt of the concurrence
request and supporting data, the Service may provide
concurrence.

Formal Consul tati on

The fifth “may affect” scenario in the SLOPES for caracaras

fl omchart addresses the circunstances where an action results in
a “may affect, likely to adversely affect” determ nation for
caracaras. In these situations, the project proponent has
proposed actions that because of a variety of project-specific
ci rcunst ances either cannot be achi eved during the non-nesting
season, require intrusion into the prinmary zone, or other
actions that will result in adverse effects to either the eggs
in the nest, the nestlings, the nest tree, the primary zone or
the secondary zone. |In these situations, formal consultation is
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required with the Service. The inportance of the caracara
guidelines in this situation is in determning the options that
may be available to mnim ze the proposed action’s adverse
effects to caracaras and options that may be avail able to reduce
t he amount of incidental take. Actions that nay be appropriate
to mnimze project-specific effects could include habitat
enhancenment actions, nmuffling of equipnent, |ess intrusive
constructions nethods, and other project specific
recommendations. In this scenario, the Service recomends early
consultation to identify issues and options avail able to reduce
the project’s adverse effects to caracaras.

As discussed in the SLOPES Process, when a request is received
for formal consultation, the Service will provide within 30
days, acknow edgnent that formal consultation has begun or that
the Service believes that additional data are needed before
formal consultation can begin. Formal consul tation concl udes
90 days followi ng receipt of the initial request or follow ng
recei pt of the additional data. An integral part of the initial
data submttal is an analysis of the manner in which the action
may affect |isted species. This analysis needs to also include
an estimation of the extent of take. The Biological OQpinion is
conpleted within 45 days foll ow ng concl usi on of fornal
consultation. As defined in 50 CFR 402. 14(c), the additional
data is the best scientific or cormmercial data avail abl e that
woul d assist the Service in forrmulating its Biological Opinion
and is not to be a request for a special research project.

Reports
Bi ol ogi cal Assessnent/Bi ol ogi cal Eval uati on Report.

In general, the report should include a project description
(proposed action and defined project area), project habitat
descriptions, effects of the proposed action on the species,
conservation neasures to mnimze effects to the species, and a
conclusion (effects determnation). The report should al so

i nclude the survey protocol, survey data sheets, and primry and
secondary zones of the nesting caracaras, if caracaras are
present. |f habitat preservation and enhancenents are proposed,
the report needs to include a habitat nonitoring conponent and a
proposed | and preservati on conservation easenent. Refer to the
Service's Qutline Exanple for a Biological Assessnment or a

Bi ol ogi cal Eval uation (2002b) for a nore detail ed di scussion of
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report requirenents, format, explanations of common ESA
guestions, and level of detail needed in the report.

Caracara Managenent Pl an

A caracara managenent plan is necessary when a proponent
proposes actions that may affect caracaras. The plan addresses
primary and secondary zone issues and conpliance with the
caracara guidelines. The plan includes any proposed nonitoring
and mitigation, baseline surveys, and actions proposed to

m nim ze adverse effects to caracaras. The caracara nanagenent
pl an can be a conponent of the Biological Assessnent/Eval uation.

The managenent plan includes a discussion of project effects to
t he species and should include the foll ow ng conponents.

Al'l projects should be carefully considered on a case-by-case
basis. Consider the foll ow ng when assessing project effects to
caracaras:

What is the |l evel of use of the project area by caracaras?
You may need to conduct surveys.

How is the area used? Wy are caracaras there? Are they
transi ent, foraging, perching, roosting, nesting?

What effect will the project have on the caracaras primary
food stocks and foraging areas in all areas influenced by the
proj ect ?

VWhat actions are proposed to mnimze potential effects to
caracaras; include baseline nonitoring, construction nonitoring,
and site enhancenent actions, if any.
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