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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

This Threatened & Endangered Species Biological Assessment  (TESBA) is one in a series of 

reports prepared as a part of the Project Development and Environment (PD&E) study 

undertaken by the Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT) for the planned widening of 

Cobb Road (CR 485) and US 98 in Hernando County, Florida.  The purpose of this study is to 

collect data which will help determine the location and design of the facility and the potential 

impacts associated with the build and no-build alternatives. 

 

The goal of this TESBA is to assess the project corridor for the potential occurrence and impact 

to state and federally protected listed threatened and endangered species.  Additionally, existing 

habitats will be evaluated to determine if they will be affected by the construction of the planned 

project, and coordination with environmental and regulatory agencies will be initiated. 

 

2.0  PURPOSE OF THIS REPORT 

This TESBA is one in a series of reports prepared as part of the Project PD&E study undertaken 

by the FDOT for the planned Cobb Road (CR 485) and US 98 improvement project in Hernando 

County, Florida.  This report will discuss federal and state listed threatened and endangered 

species and address impacts, avoidance, minimization and compensation. 

 

2.1 Project Description 

The planned project will improve the capacity and safety of the existing two-lane Cobb Road 

(CR 485) and a portion of US 98 in Hernando County, Florida.  The project study area begins on 

Cobb Road at SR 50 in the City of Brooksville and extends northward 4.5 miles to US 98.  The  

study area then proceeds 7 miles westward along US 98 to the Suncoast Parkway.  These 

segments of Cobb Road and US 98 are currently two-lane undivided rural arterials.  The total 

length of the planned project is approximately 11.5 miles.  Exhibit 2-1 presents the location of 

the project. 
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The existing Cobb Road / US 98 corridor provides traffic flow around the west side of the City 

of Brooksville, ultimately connecting SR 50 with the Suncoast Parkway (SR 589).  Traffic 

growth in Hernando County and in the vicinity of the City of Brooksville will cause Cobb Road 

and US 98 to become congested if traffic capacity is not added to the system.  The need to 

provide a safer designated bypass route around the City of Brooksville is vital, particularly for 

the large volume of truck traffic associated with three major rock mines and other industrial 

facilities situated along the project corridor. 

 

Capacity and safety improvements to Cobb Road and US 98, along with the designation of Cobb 

Road as US 98, represents a long-standing goal of the City of Brooksville and Hernando County.  

This goal has been incorporated into the Hernando County Metropolitan Planning Organization 

(MPO) 2025 Long Range Transportation Plan, which calls for widening the existing roadways 

to a continuous four-lane divided, controlled access facility. 
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2.2 Need for Improvement 

The Hernando County Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) identified the need for 

capacity improvements to Cobb Road and US 98 in 1998 during development of the adopted 

2025 Long Range Transportation Plan. 

 

2.2.1  Deficiencies 

 

2.2.1.1 Capacity: Existing and Future Levels of Service 

Six levels of service (LOS) are defined for each type of facility with LOS A representing the best 

operating conditions and LOS F representing the worst conditions.  Based on the Traffic Report 

(November 2001) for Cobb Road and US 98, which was prepared as part of this study, the 

existing segments and most of the existing intersections within the PD&E study limits are 

operating at adequate LOS (A and B) based on the Annual Average Daily Traffic (AADT).  The 

segment of the roadway displaying the worst conditions is the segment from SR 50 to Yontz 

Road, which currently operates at LOS C during both the AM and PM peak hours.  By the design 

year (2025), US 98 is projected to be operating at LOS C, with the exception of the segment 

from Cobb Road to CR 491, which is projected to be operating at LOS D for the No-Build 

Alternative.  Cobb Road is projected to be operating at LOS D, with the exception of the 

segment from Yontz Road to US 98, which is projected to be operating at LOS B for the No-

Build Alternative.   

 

2.2.1.2 Evacuation Routes and Emergency Services 

According to Hernando County’s Comprehensive Plan, Cobb Road is intended to serve as a 

future evacuation route.  The existing two-lane undivided arterial would not provide an efficient 

or safe evacuation due to capacity deficiencies.  US 98 is currently identified as an evacuation 

route.   

 

2.3 Safety 

Crash records from Hernando County’s CARS 2000 (Computerized Accident Record System 

2000) indicated that 53 crashes occurred within the Cobb Road portion of the project study area 
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over the five-year period between 1995 and 1999.  This accounts for approximately 10 crashes 

per year.  In addition, during the five-year period, there were 12 injuries and no fatalities.   

 

Summary crash data was obtained from the FDOT, reporting a total of 48 crashes occurring on 

US 98 from Cobb Road to the Suncoast Parkway during the years from 1995 to 1999.  These 

crashes resulted in two fatalities and 68 injuries.   

 

2.4 Consistency with Transportation Plans 

The planned capacity improvements to Cobb Road and US 98 are consistent with the Hernando 

County MPO’s 2025 Long Range Transportation Plan.  Cobb Road and US 98 are essential 

elements of the State Transportation Plan.  Cobb Road and US 98, which are not limited-access 

facilities, will meet state design criteria and standards, including level of service standards and 

right-of-way protection. 

 

2.5 Social and Economic Demands 

Hernando County experienced substantial growth over the past two decades and will continue to 

experience growth in population and in residential and commercial development according to 

population projections.  Hernando County is part of the 4-county Tampa-St. Petersburg-

Clearwater Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA), sharing close economic and commuter ties with 

Hillsborough, Pasco and Pinellas Counties to the south.  The counties have recently become 

additionally linked through the construction of the Suncoast Parkway, which provides a direct 

route from the Veterans Expressway in Tampa to US 98 in northern Hernando County.  

Hernando County is expected to experience further growth with the implementation of the 

Suncoast Parkway, which provides additional commuter ties with the Tampa Bay area.  

Corresponding development will demand acceptable levels of police and fire protection, 

emergency medical vehicle response time, and access to employment, shopping, schools, 

churches, community centers, and social service agencies.  Furthermore, an alternate route for 

vehicles, particularly trucks, traveling around the City of Brooksville will come into demand.  

For Hernando County, particularly around the City of Brooksville, many of these social and 

economic demands will be better served with the planned capacity improvements of Cobb Road 
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and US 98 and the associated designation of an alternate route around the City of Brooksville.  

As such, capacity improvements associated with this project will have a positive social and 

economic impact on the citizens of Hernando County by improving local and regional 

accessibility. 

 

2.5.1 Population and Employment Trends 

Hernando County’s population has increased consistently over the past 20 years, with dramatic 

growth occurring in the 1980’s.  According to the Hernando County Economic Development 

Study of April 2001, Hernando County’s population grew by 125% between 1980 and 1990.  

This rapid growth slowed between 1990 and 2000 with an overall increase of 30%.  Growth rates 

are projected to be 37% between 2000 and 2015 and 18% between 2015 and 2025.  Major 

employment centers within and adjacent to the study area consist mainly of the D.S. Parrott 

Middle School and three major mining facilities. 
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3.0 STUDY ALTERNATIVES  

 

3.1 Project Segmentation 

For this PD&E Study, the project was divided into segments for analysis.  The segments of Cobb 

Road were chosen based on surrounding characteristics such as land use and environmental 

constraints, as well as the potential need for realignments.  The segments of US 98 were chosen 

to match FDOT resurfacing project limits for consistency.  The project segmentation is shown on 

the Project Location Map in Exhibit 2-1.  The segments of the project are identified as follows: 

 

Segment 1a: Cobb Road from north of SR 50 to north of the Brooksville Water Reclamation 

Facility (WRF) driveway 

Segment 1b: Cobb Road from north of the Brooksville WRF driveway to north of Yontz Road 

Segment 2a: Cobb Road from north of Yontz Road to south of US 98 

Segment 2b: Cobb Road/US 98 Intersection 

Segment 3: US 98 from north of Cobb Road to CR 491 

Segment 4: US 98 from CR 491 to Suncoast Parkway 

 

3.2 Recommended Build Alternative 

 

3.2.1 Segment 1a – Urban, Fit within Existing Right-of-Way 

The proposed typical section for Segment 1a is an urban typical section consisting of two 12-ft. 

travel lanes in each direction, a 6-ft. sidewalk on the left (west) side and a 12-ft. shared use path 

on the right (east) side.  This typical section utilizes a 17.5-ft. median and fits within the existing 

right-of-way width (minimum 100 ft.).  The proposed design speed is 45 mph. 

 

3.2.2 Segment 1b – Suburban Left 

The proposed typical section for Segment 1b is a suburban typical section consisting of two 12-

ft. travel lanes in each direction with 8-ft. outside shoulders (5 ft. paved) and a 12-ft. shared use 

path on the right (east) side.  This typical section utilizes a 30-ft. median (22-ft. curb to curb and 
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4-ft. offsets to edge of inside travel lanes).  The proposed minimum right-of-way width required 

is 158 ft.  The proposed design speed is 55 mph.  A left alignment is proposed for this segment.   

 

3.2.3 Segment 2a – Suburban Left Transitioning to Rural Left  

Two typical sections are proposed for Segment 2a.  The proposed typical section for the portion 

of Segment 2a south of Youth Drive is a suburban typical section as described above in Section 

3.2.2.  North of Youth Drive, a transition would take place to a rural typical section consisting of 

two 12-ft. travel lanes, 8-ft. outside shoulders (5-ft. paved) and 6-ft. inside shoulders (4-ft. 

paved) in each direction and a 12-ft. shared use path on the right (east) side.  The proposed 

minimum right-of-way width required is 240 ft. The proposed design speed is 70 mph.  A left 

alignment is proposed for this segment. 

 

3.2.4 Segment 2b – Rural Realign 

The proposed typical section for Segment 2b is a rural typical section as described above in 

Section 3.2.3.  This proposed rural typical section would be utilized on a new alignment to create 

a through movement between Cobb Road and US 98 to the north.  The existing US 98 to the 

south would be realigned to a “T” intersection with the new alignment.  

 

3.2.5 Segment 3 – Rural Left 

The proposed typical section for Segment 3 is a rural typical section as described above in 

Section 3.2.3.  A left alignment is proposed for this segment. 

 

3.2.6 Segment 4 – Rural Left 

The proposed typical section for Segment 4 is a rural typical section as described above in 

Section 3.2.3.  A left alignment is proposed for this segment. 
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3.3 No Build Alternative 

Under the No Build Alternative, no action would be taken with respect to improving Cobb Road 

and US 98 within the limits of the project study area.  Based on the No Build Alternative having 

major deficiencies, it is not recommended. 
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4.0  VEGETATIVE COMMUNITIES 

Upland and wetland communities that occur within the study area were identified during 

preliminary field surveys using National Wetlands Inventory (NWI) maps, the Natural Resources 

Conservation Service’s (NRCS (formerly the Soil Conservation Service)) Soil Survey for 

Hernando County Soil Surveys, U.S Geological Survey (USGS) topographical maps, and aerial 

photographs. 

 

The field studies included an evaluation of vegetation associations and conditions of the 

communities within the project area. The upland and wetland communities were classified 

according to the Florida Land Use, Cover and Forms Classification System (FLUCFCS) and 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) Classification (see Table 4-1) in accordance with the 

“Classification of Wetlands and Deepwater Habitats of the United States” (Cowardin, et al., 

1979). Descriptions of these communities are provided in the following sections. 

 

4.1 Plant Communities 

Several different plant communities are found, with many of them interspersed with each other. 

The plant communities are differentiated between upland and wetland communities. These 

include four upland categories and five wetland categories. These are described below: 

 

4.1.1 Upland Communities 

Hardwood - Conifer Mixed - Upland forests co-dominated by conifers and hardwoods. These 

areas contain vegetation such as slash pine (Pinus elliottii), laurel oak (Quercus laurifolia), live 

oak (Quercus virginiana), water oak (Quercus nigra) and sweetgum (Liquidambar styraciflua). 

The FLUCFCS Code is 434. 

 

Upland Hardwood Forests - Upland forests dominated by hardwood species and which contain 

the same vegetation as above except that the pine component is very small to non-existent. The 

FLUCFCS Code is 420. 
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Improved Pastures - Agricultural lands which have been cleared, tilled, and reseeded and 

contain vegetation such as bahia grass (Paspalum notatum).  Improved pasture also provides 

suitable habitat for livestock grazing. The FLUCFCS Code  is 211. 

 

Other Open Lands – Rural sparsely vegetated agricultural lands whose intended usage cannot 

be determined.  These areas are located within rural areas. The FLUCFCS Code is 260. 

 

4.1.2 Wetland Communities 

Creek - This wetland type consists primarily of intermittent drainage-ways scattered throughout 

the study area.  Some contain no vegetation, one runs through a pasture and has pasture grasses 

in it, while others have hardwood species, such as sweetgum and red maple (Acer rubrum), 

growing in the channel. 

 

Forested Floodplain Wetland - Wetland hardwood communities which contain a diverse mix of 

species such as red maple, cabbage palm (Sabal palmetto), sweetgum, blackgum (Nyssa 

sylvatica), various oaks, and some of which have small amounts of slash pine. 

 

Pond/Lake - Natural water bodies with very little vegetation except for scattered amounts of 

cattail (Typha sp.), buttonbush (Cephalanthus occidentalis), willow (Salix sp.), and some 

pickerelweed (Pontederia cordata) found within open water areas. 

 

Freshwater Marsh - Ephemeral and permanently flooded areas that have a diverse vegetative 

mix which includes smartweed (Polygonum sp), saltbush (Baccharis sp.), willow, buttonbush, 

sedge (Caryx sp.), red maple, and cattail. 

 

Man-Made Conveyance and Retention Areas - This wetland type includes ditches, swales and 

retention ponds/sumps. 

 

See Exhibit 4-1 for the location of project wetlands. 
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TABLE  4-1 - Project Wetlands USFWS Classifications and FLUCFCS Codes 
Wetland 

No. 
USFWS 

Classification 
FLUCFCS 

Code 
Wetland 

Type 
1 R2UBHx 510 Creek 
2 PFO1C 610 Forested Floodplain Wetland 
3 PFO1C 610 Forested Floodplain Wetland 
4 PEM1F 641 Freshwater Marsh 
5 PEM1Ax 742 Man-Made Retention Area (Ditch) 
6 PFO1C 610 Forested Floodplain Wetland 
7 PEM1Ax/PFO1Ax 742 Man-Made Retention Area (Ditch) 
8 PEM1Ax/PFO1Ax 742 Man-Made Retention Area (Ditch) 
9 PEM1A/PFO1A 641/610 Freshwater Marsh/Forested Floodplain Wetland 

10 PFO1C/PUBH 610/523 Forested Floodplain Wetland/Lake 
11 PEM1F 641 Freshwater Marsh 
12 PFO1F 610 Forested Floodplain Wetland 
13 PUBF 610 Forested Floodplain Wetland 
14 PEM1Cx 510 Man-Made Retention Area (Ditch) 
15 R4SBC 510 Creek 
16 PEM1C 641 Freshwater Marsh 
17 PFO1C 613 Forested Floodplain Wetland 
18 PEM1A 641 Freshwater Marsh 
19 PEM1A 641 Freshwater Marsh 
20 PFO1C 610 Forested Floodplain Wetland 
21 PFO1C/R4SBC 

PEM1F/R4SBCx 
610/510 

641/510D 
Forested Floodplain Wetland/Creek 

Freshwater Marsh/Ditch 
22 PFO1C 610 Forested Floodplain Wetland 
23 PFO1C 610 Forested Floodplain Wetland 
24 PFO1C 613 Forested Floodplain Wetland 
25 PFO1Ax 510 Man-Made Retention Area (Ditch) 

25A PEM1H 641 Freshwater Marsh 
26 L1AB4H 522 Pond/Lake 
27 R4SBC 510 Creek 
28 PFO1C 610 Forested Floodplain Wetland 

28A PEM1H 641 Freshwater Marsh 
29 R4SBC 510 Creek 
30 PFO1A 610 Forested Floodplain Wetland 
31 PEM1C/R4SBC 610/510 Forested Floodplain Wetland/Creek 
32 PEM1C 641 Freshwater Marsh 
33 R4SBC 510 Creek 
34 PEM1C 510 Creek 
35 PFO1C 610 Forested Floodplain wetland 
36 PEM1C 641 Freshwater Marsh 
37 PEM1C 641 Freshwater Marsh 
38 PFO1C/PAB4H 610/613 Forested Floodplain Wetland 
39 PEM1F/PFO1C 616/610 Pond/Forested Floodplain Wetland 
40 PFO1A 610 Forested Floodplain Wetland 
41 PUBCx 510 Man-Made Retention Area (Pond) 
42 PEMIAx 742 Man-Made Retention Area (Ditch) 
43 PEMIC 510 Creek 
44 PUBHx 534 Man-Made Retention Area (Pond) 
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The descriptions of the USFWS Classification codes used to identify the wetland areas within the 
Cobb Road./US 98 widening project limits are listed below: 
 
USFWS Classification Code  Description 
 
System - P, R, L   Palustrine, Riverine, Lacustrine 
 
Class - EM, FO, UB, SB, AB Emergent, Forested, Unconsolidated bottom, Stream bed, 

Aquatic bed 
 
Subclass - 1     Persistent, Broad-leaved deciduous 
Subclass - 3 Rooted vascular 
Subclass - 4 Floating vascular 
 
Water Regime - A Temporarily flooded 
                           C Seasonally flooded 
                           E Seasonally flooded/saturated 
                           F Semipermanently flooded 
                           H Permanently flooded 
 
Special Modifier - x Excavated 
 
The descriptions of the FLUCFCS codes used to identify the wetland areas within the 
Cobb Road/US 98 widening project limits are listed below: 
 
510 Streams and Waterways - This category includes creeks and  linear ditches. 
 
522 Lakes larger than 100 acres. 
 
534 Reservoirs less than 10 acres which are dominant features. 
 
610 Wetland Hardwood Forests. 
 
613 Gum swamps - Forested wetlands with a standing water component and a 

preponderance of blackgum and sweetgum. 
 
616 Inland ponds and sloughs. 
 
641 Freshwater marshes.  
 
742  Borrow areas - small, non-linear, water retention areas. 
 



14

 FF LO O RET IDAT A

S

D
E NP OIA TR AT TM RE ON PT S O NF A TR

Cobb Road (CR 485) / US 98 PD&E Study
WPI Segment Nos: 257299 1 & 405017 1

FAP Nos: 2891 007 P & 2891 008 P

PD&EPD&E
7 tcirtsiD TODF

t &n  Ee nm vp iro ol ne mve eD n t t c Se tj uo dr yP

Cobb Road/U.S. 98Cobb Road/U.S. 98

Location of Project Wetlands

BEGIN PROJECTBEGIN PROJECT

END PROJECTEND PROJECT

NORTH

1

5

7

11

14 15
16

19

2027

28

28a

25a

30

31

6

8

10

13

17 18
21

23

22

26

25

24

29 

32

33

34

35

36

37

41

42

38

39

40

43
44

12

2 3
4

9

41

Fort Dade Ave.

50

P
a

rk
w

a
y

S
u

n
co

a
st

N
orth

98

491491

C
itru

s W
ay

BROOKSVILLEBROOKSVILLE

50A

485

C
S

X
   

  R
R

Yontz  
Road

98

Lake

Lindsey Road

491

Wetlands 

Wetland Site Number

Legend

CITRUS COUNTY
HERNANDO COUNTY

12

Exhibit 4-1



THREATENED & ENDANGERED SPECIES BIOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT 
COBB ROAD (CR 485) / US 98 PD&E STUDY 

 
 
April 2003 
 

15

5.0 PROTECTED SPECIES 

5.1 Methodology 

This section describes the methodology used to evaluate the habitat, wildlife and protected 

species that may occur within the project area.  The following briefly lists project methods and 

materials used for these tasks, which are further discussed in the following sections: 

• USFWS, Florida Fish & Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) agency and 

responses; 

• Florida Natural Areas Inventory (FNAI) Hernando County Inventory; 

• USGS Quad Sheet, NWI maps; project aerials; 

• Discussions with agency personnel and knowledgeable parties; 

• Reference materials, and information from previous studies; 

• Field surveys and observations; and 

• Correspondence with agencies and other organizations. 

 

5.2 Preliminary Data Collection 

Using the response received from the FNAI, a preliminary literature search was conducted to 

determine the habitat requirements of the protected or listed species, or critical habitats that have 

been documented by the FNAI within the project area.  Additionally, project biologists consulted 

standard references such as the Rare and Endangered Biota of Florida, and other studies to help 

determine potential listed species in the project area.  Detailed review of project aerial 

photographs was undertaken and a preliminary field survey was conducted to determine the 

various habitat types within the project study area.  The FNAI list was used as the list of species 

which may potentially occur within the project study area.  The list of potentially occurring 

protected species has been continually updated to reflect recent changes in listings. 

5.3 Determination of Survey Methodology 

Field review and surveys for all potentially occurring species were conducted.  During field 

surveys, the presence of potential habitat was evaluated.  Approved USFWS and FWC 



THREATENED & ENDANGERED SPECIES BIOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT 
COBB ROAD (CR 485) / US 98 PD&E STUDY 

 
 
April 2003 
 

16

guidelines and methodologies were used to conduct all surveys. 

Coordination with the FWC was initiated during the Advanced Notification process and has 

continued throughout the project.  Preliminary field reviews for verification of existing habitats 

were conducted by project biologists on various days in October and November of 2001.  The 

various upland and wetland habitats within the study area were ground-truthed and depicted in 

FLUCFCS categories. 

5.4 Results of General Corridor Surveys 

Project biologists performed meandering pedestrian transects within the survey area and visually 

scanned adjacent areas. Surveys were conducted throughout the day. During these surveys, all 

indications of wildlife in the study area were recorded.  These indications typically included 

observation of actual animals or signs of their presence including tracts, burrows, dens, scat, 

nests, and calls (typically with avian fauna).  

Appropriate habitats were surveyed for listed species. The surveys for avifauna were conducted 

in the late afternoon and in the early morning during peak foraging times. The following sections 

include brief discussions of protected species for which there is a special concern or that are 

known to occur in this area of Hernando County. 

See Table 5-1 for the listed species that potentially occur within the project study area. 

There was evidence of the presence of whitetail deer and armadillos in the study area.  No feral 

hog sign was evident.  One alligator was observed in Wetland 10, which is a large pond in the 

southern portion of the study area.  Three wood storks and a great egret were seen foraging in 

Wetland 17.  One fox squirrel was seen foraging on the side of the road in the northern portion of 

the study area. Pocket gopher mounds are ubiquitous in the northern reaches of the project 

corridor. Two inactive gopher tortoise burrows were observed in the extreme northern portion of 

the study area.  One gopher tortoise was seen walking down the side of the road adjacent to a 

wetland area.  Various species of hawks were seen on a regular basis throughout the project area.  

One dead amphiuma was seen at the edge of Wetland 35.  A few crayfish burrows were found in 

the area wetlands.  A cluster of four small dens was noticed in the central portion of the study 
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area.  These were possibly constructed by grey fox.  Sandhill cranes were noticed flying over the 

project area on two occasions.  Various songbirds and crows and grackles are plentiful.  One 

cotton rat was observed in a roadside ditch.  One water moccasin was observed sunning itself on 

a culvert.  See Exhibit 5-1 for a map of the protected species observed in the project study area. 

5.5 State and Federally Listed Species 

Surveys for state and federally listed plants or animals were conducted on various days in 

October and November of 2001 by qualified biologists with H.W. Lochner, Inc.  No designated 

critical habitats and federally endangered or threatened species are known to occur within the 

project limits with the exception of Cooley’s water willow (Justicia cooleyi) and American 

alligator (Alligator mississippiensis).  However, federally listed species that possibly occur in the 

project vicinity include the eastern indigo snake (Drymarchon corais couperi), bald eagle 

(Haliaeetus leucocephalus), red-cockaded woodpecker (Picoides borealis), and  wood stork 

(Mycteria americana).  State listed species with known or possible occurrences in the project 

vicinity include red-cockaded woodpecker, bald eagle, eastern indigo snake, gopher tortoise 

(Gopherus polyphemus), Sherman’s fox squirrel (Sciurus niger shermani), Florida black bear 

(Ursus americanus floridanus), Cooley’s water willow, brittle maidenhair fern (Adiantum 

tenerum), sand butterfly pea (Centrosema arenicola), Curtiss’ Milkweed (Asclepias curtissii), 

southeastern American kestrel (Falco sparvarius paulus), wood stork, and other wading birds. 

The project’s possible involvement with these listed species is described in the following pages. 
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TABLE  5-1 - Listed Species Potentially Occurring Within Project Study Area 
Status Common Name Scientific Name 

FDA USFWS 
Flora    
Curtiss’ Milkweed Asclepias curtissii E -- 

Sand Butterfly Pea Centrosema arenicola E -- 

Cooley’s Water Willow Justicia Cooleyi E E 

Brittle Maiden Hair Fern Adiantum tenerum E -- 

Fauna  FWC USFWS 
American Alligator Alligator missippiensis SSC T (S/A) 

Eastern Indigo Snake Drymarchon corais couperi T T 

Florida Black Bear Ursus americanus 
floridanus 

T -- 

Gopher Tortoise Gopherus polyphemus SSC -- 

Wood Stork Mycteria americana E E 

Red-cockaded Woodpecker Picoides borealis T E 

Sherman’s Fox Squirrel Sciurus niger shermani SSC -- 

Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus T T 

Southeastern American 
Kestrel 

Falco sparvarius paulus T -- 

Little Blue Heron Egretta ceulea SSC -- 

Snowy Egret Egretta thula SSC -- 

White Ibis Eudocimus albus SSC -- 

Limpkin Aramus guarauna SSC -- 

Tricolored Heron Egretta tricolor SSC -- 

      LEGEND: E = Endangered 
 T = Threatened 
 SSC = Species of Special Concern 
 S/A = Similarity of Appearance 



Legend

Inactive Gopher
Tortoise Burrow

Wood Stork (feeding)

Alligator

Potential Alligator Habitat

Cooley’s Water Willow

Sherman’s Fox Squirrel
(foraging)

Cobb Road (CR 485) / US 98 PD&E Study

NORTH

Exhibit 5-1

19

WPI Segment Nos: 257299 1 & 405017 1
FAP Nos: 2891 007 P & 2891 008 P

 FF LO O RET IDAT A

S

D
E NP OIA TR AT TM RE ON PT S O NF A TR

PD&EPD&E
7 tcirtsiD TODF

t &n  Ee nm vp iro ol ne mve eD n t t c Se tj uo dr yP

Cobb Road/U.S. 98Cobb Road/U.S. 98

Project Protected Species

BEGIN PROJECTBEGIN PROJECT

END PROJECTEND PROJECT

41

SR 50A

C
S

X
  R

R

485

98

98

SR 50

491

491

CITRUS COUNTY
HERNANDO COUNTY

C
itru

s W
ay

Rd

P
a

rk
w

a
y

Fort Dade
Ave.

Lake

N
orth

S
u

n
co

a
st

Yontz  
Road

BROOKSVILLE

491

Lindsey



THREATENED & ENDANGERED SPECIES BIOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT 
COBB ROAD (CR 485) / US 98 PD&E STUDY 

 
 
April 2003 
 

20

5.5.1 Avian 

5.5.1.1 Red-Cockaded Woodpecker 

Pine stands, or pine-dominated pine/hardwood stands, with a low or sparse understory and ample 

old-growth pines, constitute primary red-cockaded woodpecker nesting and roosting habitat. The 

low or sparse understory affords unimpeded access to cavities. Red-cockaded woodpeckers 

(Picoides borealis) will abandon otherwise suitable nesting/roosting areas when the understory 

approaches cavity height. 

No individual red-cockaded woodpeckers were observed during field surveys.  The plant 

communities within the study area are mesic, hardwood dominated systems.  The area is lacking 

the open, pine dominated community necessary for this species occupation.  There will be no 

impact to this species as a result of this project. 

5.5.1.2 Wood Stork 

The wood stork (Mycteria americana) is primarily associated with freshwater and estuarine 

habitats for nesting, roosting, and foraging.  Wood storks typically construct their nests in 

medium to tall trees that occur in stands located either in swamps or on islands surrounded by 

relatively broad expanses of open water.  In one study of wood stork nesting throughout Florida, 

which was conducted prior to the 1960s, more than half of all wood stork nests were located in 

large bald cypress stands, 13 percent were located in red mangrove, eight percent in partially 

harvested bald cypress stands, six percent in dead oaks (Quercus spp.), and five percent in small 

pond cypress (T. distichum var. nutans). 

Three wood storks were observed flying out of Wetland 17 upon our approach. Nesting and 

roosting habitat for this species are not present in the project area.  Foraging habitat is available 

depending on the existing water levels in ditches and swales, and other wetlands. 

5.5.1.3 Other Wading Birds 

Other wading birds include the little blue heron (Egretta ceulea), the snowy egret (Egretta 

thula), white ibis (Eudocimus albus), the limpkin (Aramus guarauna), and the tricolored heron 

(Egretta tricolor).  All of these species are listed as Species of Special Concern (SSC) by the 
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FWC and potentially could occur.  While each species is distinct, wading birds are discussed 

collectively since they occupy similar habitats and have similar life styles. 

The populations of these five species of wading birds have been historically adversely affected 

by plume hunting, the destruction of wetlands due to development, and by the drainage of 

wetlands for flood control or agriculture.  However, it is assumed that these species may utilize 

wetland areas within the project area, and contact with the USFWS and FWC report no known 

nesting sites within the project area. 

The primary concern for the impacts to these wading birds would be the loss of feeding habitat, 

i.e. wetlands.  As part of the project, all impacts to wetland areas will be mitigated to prevent a 

net loss of functional wetland area.  The exact type of mitigation will be coordinated with the 

USACOE, FDEP, and Southwest Florida Water Management District (SWFWMD).  These 

agencies work closely with USFWS and FWC in reviewing the effect of wetland impacts on 

protected faunal species.  The mitigation accepted by these agencies will be designed to provide 

replacement for any wading bird feeding habitat lost due to project impacts.  Therefore, the 

project should have no adverse impact on these species. 

5.5.1.4 Bald Eagle 

Considered to be threatened by the USFWS and by the FWC, the bald eagle (Haliaeetus 

leucocephalus) is a large blackish bird with a white head and tail. Juveniles resemble the adult 

golden eagle, but have a pale wing lining and a more massive bill.  Primarily riparian, bald 

eagles build their nests near the shores of bodies of water or in marsh areas where they feed on 

fish and small waterfowl.  Nests can usually be found in the larger pine and/or cypress trees in 

the eagles’ territory.  A nesting pair will often use alternate nests in different years with both 

nests in close proximity to one another.  Clutches usually consist of two to three eggs and are 

laid in late fall or winter.  Both parents will care for the offspring. 

Because the bald eagle is wide ranging, it has been seen in a diverse range of habitats from pine 

flatwoods to hardwood forests to agricultural areas.  Its preferred habitat during the nesting 

season (October-May) includes the shores of fresh water lakes and rivers, marshes, wet prairies, 

salt marshes and coastal beaches, where food is readily available. 
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Active nests are most easily spotted during nesting season, when activity in and around a nest 

area increases.  All surveying will be accomplished outside of the primary zone distance, 750 to 

1500 ft., during the nesting season in accordance with established USFWS guidelines. 

According to the FWC’s database there is one known eagle nest within one mile of the project 

(HN010).  This project is well outside the secondary protection zone for this nest.  No impacts to 

this species are expected as a result of the planned project. 

5.5.1.5 Southeastern American Kestrel 

The southeastern American kestrel (Falco sparverius paulus), a member of the Falconidae 

family, is the smallest falcon in the United States and is similar in size to the common morning 

dove.  The sexes are distinctive with the male having blue-gray wings and the female having a 

more uniformly rufous back and wings.  The females are larger than the males and both sexes 

have a mustached black and white facial pattern with strong perpendicular lines extending below 

the eye and near the ear.  Both sexes have a black band at the end of a rufous tail.  Falcons in 

general have long pointed wings and long tails. 

The southeastern American kestrel can be found in open pine habitats, woodland edges, prairies, 

and pastures throughout much of Florida.  The availability of suitable nesting sites is key during 

breeding season. Kestrels are cavity nesters with suitable nest sites occurring in tall dead trees or 

utility poles that have an unobstructed view of the surrounding area.  Sandhill habitats seem to be 

the preferred habitat type, but the kestrel will also utilize flatwoods.  Open patches of  grass or 

bare ground are needed in flatwoods settings, since dense palmettos inhibit the detection of prey 

items. 

Southeastern American kestrels can be found year-round throughout Florida, but seasonal 

occurrence can be complicated by the arrival of northern migrants in the winter months.  The 

sub-species that breeds in Florida is listed by the FWC as “Threatened”, but the northern 

migrants are not listed.  Northern migrants usually arrive in September and depart by March.  All 

birds encountered during the breeding season (April through early September) should be treated 

as the listed sub-species. 
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There are no known kestrel nest sites within the project corridor; however, the FNAI data show a 

southeastern American kestrel was observed on the powerline that is northwest of the project’s 

northern terminus in 1986.  This project will have no impact on this species. 

5.5.2 Reptiles 

5.5.2.1 Eastern Indigo Snake 

The Eastern indigo snake (Drymarchon corais couperi) is a large, black, non-venomous snake 

found in the southeastern U.S. It is widely distributed throughout central and south Florida, but 

primarily occurs in sandhill habitats in northern Florida and southern Georgia. 

Wherever the Eastern indigo snake occurs in xeric habitats, it is closely associated with the 

gopher tortoise, the burrows of which provide shelter from winter cold and desiccation. In wetter 

habitats that lack gopher tortoises, Eastern indigo snakes may take shelter in hollowed root 

channels, hollow logs, or the burrows of rodents, armadillo (Dasypus novemcinctus), or land 

crabs (Cardisoma guanhumi).  Throughout peninsular Florida, this species may be found in all 

terrestrial habitats which have not suffered high-density urban development.  In central and 

coastal Florida, Eastern indigo snakes are mainly found within many of the state’s high, sandy 

ridges.  They are especially common in the hydric hammocks throughout this region. 

Only the northern tip of the project has any xeric habitat which is preferred by the Eastern indigo 

snake in this part of the state.  However, this fact does not eliminate the possibility that Eastern 

indigo snakes could be found in most of the study area.  During field surveys, no individual 

Eastern indigo snakes were observed. 

Due to the possible presence of the Eastern indigo snake, provisions in the construction contract  

documents will require the contractor to follow precautionary measures.  Standard FDOT 

precaution specifications for construction are included in Appendix C. 

5.5.2.2 Gopher Tortoise 

The gopher tortoise (Gopherus polyphemus) has suffered a large population decline over most of 

its historic range, which includes the sandy coastal plain of the southeastern U.S., and Florida is 



THREATENED & ENDANGERED SPECIES BIOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT 
COBB ROAD (CR 485) / US 98 PD&E STUDY 

 
 
April 2003 
 

24

now the last stronghold for this species.  Habitat loss is the main cause of decline.  The gopher 

tortoise requires well-drained and loose sandy soils for burrowing, and low-growing herbs and 

grasses for food.  These habitat conditions are best provided in the sandhill (longleaf pine-xeric 

oak) community, although tortoises are known to use many other habitats, including sand pine 

scrub, xeric oak hammocks, dry prairies, pine flatwoods, and ruderal sites.  The gopher tortoise is 

considered a keystone species, since its burrows harbor and protect a number of commensal 

species, such as the Florida mouse (Podomys floridanus) and the gopher frog (Rana capito). 

Any plan to protect these tortoises will be in effect and implemented before construction begins.  

Surveys for gopher tortoises will follow the methodology as specified by the FWC guidelines 

established in Technical Report #4.  The FDOT will commit to resurvey the project area during 

the design phase, and prior to construction, and secure any and all permits needed regarding the 

gopher tortoise. 

Two inactive gopher tortoise burrows were discovered adjacent to the right-of-way in the 

extreme northern portion of the project corridor and one live tortoise was observed walking 

down the side of the road in the vicinity of Wetland 31.   Habitat for this species is severely 

lacking throughout the majority of the project area.  There should be no impact to this species as 

a result of this project. 

5.5.2.3 American Alligator 

The American alligator (Alligator mississippiensis) is finally recovering from uncontrolled 

poaching and hunting which severely depleted populations in the 1960s.  The increase in 

populations, particularly in Florida, has been recognized by a relaxation of the species protected 

status in recent years and by the opening of controlled hunting for management purposes in some 

parts of the state.  Current management efforts are also underway to minimize the conflicts 

between man and alligator that are occurring in populated areas. 

The American alligator is not described in detail due to its adaptive nature and its mobility. This 

species is capable of utilizing a variety of wetland areas, including those within the project area.  

As the project will not cause any net loss of wetland area, it will not affect the overall habitat 

area available to the alligator.  Given the opportunity to do so, the alligator will avoid the noise 
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and disturbance that occurs during construction.  The mobility of the alligator and its ability to 

utilize habitats adjacent to the project area should prevent any impact to the species during 

construction or due to the project. 

A large amount of alligator habitat exists in the project area.  No FWC conservation or survey 

guidelines currently exist for the American alligator.  The one individual observed in the field, in 

Wetland 10, will not be affected by the planned improvements.  No impacts to this species are 

expected as a result of this project. 

5.5.3 Mammals 

5.5.3.1 Florida Black Bear 

Florida black bears (Ursus americanus floridanus) have large home ranges and require expansive 

habitat of forested landscapes.  Some of the more important forest types include pine flatwoods, 

hardwood swamp, cypress swamp, cabbage palm forest, sand pine scrub, and mixed hardwood 

hammock.  Fragmented Florida black bear populations occur throughout the state.  The FWC has 

not prepared any survey guidelines for the Florida black bear.  Occurrence is typically reported 

from incidental sighting of animals or discovery of paw prints. 

There are known sightings of black bears in the project area.  The Chassahowitzka population of 

black bears resides in the National Wildlife Refuge and Wildlife Management Area of the same 

name.  These areas are north and west of the northern portion of the project area. 

No individual bears or bear signs were found during the surveys conducted for the planned US 

98/Cobb Road project.  The increase in traffic volume that may result from this project may have 

an impact on some larger more mobile species, such as the black bear or fox squirrel.   

Construction activities, however, will have minimal impact on this species. 

5.5.3.2 Sherman’s Fox Squirrel 

Sherman’s fox squirrel (Sciurus niger shermani) is quite different in size and appearance from 

the gray squirrel (Sciurus carolinensis).  The fox squirrel is considerable larger, measuring 23.6 

to 27.6 in. in total length and weighing from 2.0 to 2.6 lbs.  The top of the head is typically 
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black, with white nose and ears.  The rest of the pelage is variable in color ranging from agouti to 

black, light agouti to tan, or dark over tan, or tan over dark.  Fox squirrels utilize large leaf nests, 

most build in large oaks.  Typically two breeding seasons occur each year, one in the winter and 

one in the summer.  Habitat dependent, the fox squirrel may skip a breeding season, depending 

on resource abundance.  This species depends on a variety of food sources for its survival.  

Major food resources include turkey oak acorns, longleaf pine seeds, and live oak acorns.  Other 

acorns and nuts, fungi, bulbs, vegetative buds, insects and staminate pinecones also are eaten. 

 

To accommodate the squirrel’s large home range and varied food resources, suitable habitat must 

be fairly extensive.  The mature, fire-maintained longleaf pine-turkey oak sandhills and 

flatwoods are the optimal habitat for Sherman’s fox squirrel. 

One fox squirrel was seen foraging alongside the road in the extreme northern portion of the 

project corridor; however, no nests were observed.  This project is not expected to impact this 

species due to the absence of suitable habitat in the project area. 

5.5.4 Plants 

5.5.4.1 Cooley’s Water Willow 

Cooley’s water willow (Justicia cooleyi), a member of the Acanthaceae family, is a perennial 

herb that grows up to 16 inches in height.  It has erect, square, hairy stems with few branches.  Its 

leaves are oppositely arranged with short stalks.  The leaves are up to 2 inches long, ovate or 

lanced shaped with long hairs and short brown lines on the upper surface.  The flowers can be 

found in zigzag clusters that are usually 2-branched on long stalks emerging from the angle of 

the leaf and the stem.  The flowers are about 0.5 inches long and are dark pink with purple and 

white spots.  The flowers are glandular-hairy and two lipped with the lower lip being 3 lobed and 

it has 4 sepals. The fruit is a 0.5 inch long hairy capsule. 

This plant can be found in mesic hardwood hammocks over limestone.  The habitat for this 

species has been greatly diminished by limerock mining, clearcutting, agriculture, and residential 

development.  Seventeen populations have been documented according to the FNAI database, 

about half of which are in conservation areas.  Of the populations in conservation areas, most are 
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threatened by exotic plant invasion. 

This species is listed as “Endangered” by both the USFWS and the FDA.  One population of this 

species can be found in the project area adjacent to Wetland 9.  This location is a previously 

unknown population whose existence has been reported to the FNAI.  Detailed information 

regarding this population can be found in Appendix B.  This group of plants is adjacent to the 

east side (northbound lane).  The conceptual design is maintaining the existing right-of-way of 

Cobb Road for the northbound traffic.  Right-of-way will be acquired from the west side 

(southbound travel lane) of the existing right-of-way.  Therefore, no impacts are anticipated to 

occur to this population with the construction of the roadway. 

In addition, a previously documented population of this species was located adjacent to Wetland 

32.  No members of this species were found during recent surveys of Wetland 32 and this 

population seems to be extirpated from the site. 

5.5.4.2 Brittle Maidenhair Fern 

The brittle maidenhair fern, a member of the Pteridaceae family, is found in limestone sinkholes 

and rocky hammocks.  The probability of occurrence is medium due to the availability of 

suitable habitat in the study area.  However, pedestrian transects did not reveal any members of 

this species. 

5.5.4.3 Sand Butterfly Pea 

The sand butterfly pea (Centrosema arenicola), a member of the Fabaceae family, is a perennial 

vine with long, twining stems that can reach 10 feet in length.  It has 3 oval or lanced shaped 

leaflets that are dark green and somewhat leathery.  It has purplish-blue (rarely pink or white)1.5 

inch wide flowers which are twisted so that the large notched banner petal is lowest.  Its calyx 

has 4 triangular lobes, the lower of which are forked and longer than the upper lobes. 

This plant can be found in sandhill, scrubby flatwoods and dry upland woods; however, very few 

plants have been seen in the last twenty years and only one population is protected.  This plant is 

considered “Endangered” by the State of Florida, Department of Agriculture. 
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During field surveys, no individuals of this species were identified.  The study area does not 

seem to support the habitat needs of this plant.  This plant is not expected to be impacted by this 

project. 

5.5.4.4 Curtiss’ Milkweed 

Curtiss milkweed (Asclepias curtissii), a member of the Apocynaceae family, grows in scrub 

areas having leached, excessively well drained, white sands. This plant is considered 

“Endangered” by the State of Florida, Department of Agriculture.  The probability of occurrence 

is low do to the absence of available habitat within the project study corridor. 

5.6 Protected Species Conclusions 

Five protected species were observed during field studies.  These are the Cooley’s water willow, 

American alligator, gopher tortoise, wood stork and Sherman’s fox squirrel.  The wood stork was 

feeding (not nesting) in a wetland near the project corridor and the fox squirrel was feeding on 

the right of way and its nesting site remains unknown.  The habitats and natural features in most 

of the project corridor north of Yontz Road have been lightly impacted by human activity 

allowing for continued biological viability.  The extreme southern portion of the study area, 

which includes industrial and urban uses, have impacted habitats and natural features which have 

been transformed by these human activities.  Due to these conditions, a fair amount of wildlife is 

likely present throughout most of the study area with the exception of the urbanized area. 

5.6.1 Recommended Alternative Impacts 

This section of the document addresses potential impacts to the known listed and protected 

species within the project study area as a result of the potential implementation of the 

recommended alternative.  

General wildlife and floral surveys of existing habitats within the project corridor were 

conducted to determine the presence or potential occurrence of threatened and endangered floral 

and faunal species.  No adverse impacts are expected to these or any species.  One bald eagle 

nest is within the project study area (approx. 4000 ft.).  However, no impacts to the bald eagle 

are expected to occur.  This nest was not ground-truthed in the field due to its distance from the 
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project and was the only nest indicated within one mile of the project corridor by the FWC. 

No active or inactive red-cockaded woodpecker (RCW) cavities or cavity start holes were found 

in the survey area.  The pine community within this area is not representative of optimal RCW 

habitat due to the density of hardwoods and immaturity of the pine trees.  Consequently, this 

project is not expected to result in adverse impacts to the RCW. 

The only protected mammal observed within the project area was one fox squirrel. 

Four protected faunal species were observed during the field reviews:  the American alligator 

sighted in Wetland 10, Sherman’s fox squirrel, gopher tortoise, and wood stork.  The wood stork 

was feeding in a wetland just outside the project impact zone and the fox squirrel was observed 

in the right-of-way.  The field investigations conducted to date have not revealed the existence of 

the Eastern indigo snake.  However, upon the recommendation of the USFWS, construction 

precautions for this species will be implemented.  With these precautions, no impact on the 

Eastern indigo snake is expected.  The gopher tortoise was observed.  Two inactive burrows 

were observed and one individual was observed walking down the side of the road in the 

northern reach of the project corridor.  Habitat for this species is lacking throughout the majority 

of the study area.  There is some habitat in the very northern portion of the study area.  The 

FDOT will resurvey the affected project area prior to construction. 

One USFWS listed plant (Cooley’s water willow) is found within the project area.  No other 

protected plant species were observed during the field reviews, and none are expected to occur in 

the study area due to the lack of preferred habitat. 

The study area was also evaluated for the potential of Critical Habitat.  USFWS has been 

delegated authority as a Federal agency to protect from destruction or adverse modification the 

biological or physical constituent elements essential to the conservation of the listed species 

within the Critical Habitat.  No Critical Habitat(s) were identified within the study area for any 

species. 

Of the 15 viable alternatives proposed for this project, four have possible involvement with listed 

species.  All four of these alternatives could possibly affect American alligator habitat.  Due to 
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the mobility of this species and its avoidance of humans, no individuals of this species should be 

affected.  One alternative could impact the gopher tortoise; however, the burrows that were 

observed in this segment were inactive, and it is not known whether they are inhabited.  All state 

guidelines for this species will be followed and coordination with the FWC will be initiated prior 

to construction, allowing for the least possible impact to this species. 

 

6.0 SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

A Threatened & Endangered Species Biological Assessment was prepared for the planned 

improvements for Cobb Road and US 98 in Hernando County, due to concerns regarding 

potential protected species in the project area. 

 

Due to the current ecological condition of the project’s forested pine flatwoods, there is minimal 

habitat for the red-cockaded woodpecker.  Existing pine areas have a well defined and dense 

subcanopy and shrub layer, and contain few older pines (greater than 60 years old).  

Additionally, there is no supporting habitat, and the actual amount of forested pine coverage is 

not sufficient.  As a result, the FDOT has concluded that the project area does not have RCW 

habitat.  No RCW individuals were observed and no impacts to this species will occur from this 

project. 

 

Because of concerns for the occurrence of the Eastern indigo snake, standard protection 

measures for the Eastern indigo snake have been included in this document, in Appendix C.  

Additionally, the USFWS has also recommended that an Eastern indigo snake protection plan be 

prepared. 

 

Given the above commitment, the data collection and analysis, it has been determined that the 

planned project will not adversely affect or jeopardize the existence of any threatened or 

endangered species, with the possible exception of Cooley’s water willow.  There is no officially 

designated Critical Habitat for threatened and endangered species in the project vicinity.  In 

addition, the planned project will not substantially impact other wildlife species or their habitats. 
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Based upon the findings of the preliminary data collection, the general and species-specific 

surveys, and ongoing coordination with the USFWS and FWC, the following commitment is 

made: 

 

• It has been determined that the Eastern indigo snake could be present within the project area.  

To satisfy USFWS and FWC concerns about this species, the Department will implement the 

provisions in Appendix C. 

 

Given the above conclusions and commitment, it can be stated that the planned project will not 

adversely affect, or jeopardize the existence of the previously mentioned listed species, even 

though they are known or are expected to occur in the project vicinity. 
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Aerial Photograph of Cobb Road and Yontz Road Intersection
Justicia Cooleyi Site is in NE Quadrant of Intersection

Drainage ditch adjacent to Justicia Cooleyi habitat



Close  up of Justicia Cooleyi

Justicia Cooleyi Habitat in Background Adjacent to Drainage Ditch












