
 

 

 
 

February 22, 2021 

 

To: Michael Marano 

 RI-95 LLC 

300 Centerville Road, 320E 

Warwick, RI  02886 

 

Subject: Wildlife Habitat Assessment, Stone Ridge at Hopkinton, Proposed Solar 

Hopkinton, Rhode Island 

 

Dear X,  

 

I reviewed existing documents submitted to the Town as part of the Master Plan, and the existing 

& proposed site plans for the proposed solar array (‘Master Plan Stone Ridge at Hopkinton’, 

Palmer Circle, Map 11, Lot 47A, Hopkinton, Rhode Island, Sheet C-1, dated June 3, 2020, last 

revised 8/28/20 by Cherenzia & Associates, LTD).  I also performed an inspection of the 

property in order to review existing conditions, become familiar with the property, and to collect 

data on observations on wildlife use and potential use based on features observed (Figures 1 - 4).  

Finally, this letter provides an assessment as to the project’s potential impacts to wildlife.   

 

I inspected the property in January of this year, prior to snow being on the ground. With the lack 

of snow cover and leaf-off conditions, I was able to fully view ground conditions and overall 

wildlife signatures (e.g., scat, tracks, nests, small mammal holes/dens etc.).  This time of year, 

however, is also a limiting factor in my review since many species who have migrated are not 

present.   

 

Wetland delineations were performed by Natural Resource Services, Inc. (NRS) in December 

2019.  Their report details site and wetland conditions, and outlines the jurisdictional setbacks 

under the current Wetland Regulations (Please note that the Wetland Rules will be changing and 

will be requiring potentially broader buffer zones to wetlands).  In brief, the subject property is 

largely forested upland and wetland habitat.  The eastern portion of the property is significantly 

disturbed as prior disturbances include what appears to have been activities related to potential 

gravel operations (creation of a pond, excavation, creation of ditches, etc.). Bare sand and low 

succession habitat are now present in this easternmost portion, and the existing pond was created 

between 1981 and 1988.  Vegetation observed in this area includes species typically observed in 

disturbed, gravel pit areas, including Russian olive (Elaeagnus angustifolia), white pine (Pinus 

strobus) saplings, gray birch (Betula populifolia), red cedar (Juniperus virginiana), sweet fern 

(Comptonia peregrina), hairy cap moss (Polytrichum commune) and little blue-stem 

(Schizachyrium scoparium). 

 

The forested area west of the eastern disturbed area is mostly an upland deciduous forest 

dominated by black and yellow birch (Betula lenta and Betula alleghaniensis, respectively). 

American beech (Fagus grandifolia) dominates the overstory in the general location in the 

western portion of the forest, and there are a few white pine stands occurring in the forest as well 

as specimens being scattered throughout the forest.  Other vegetative species occurring in this 
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forest includes white pine, pitch pine (Pinus rigida), gray birch, red oak (Quercus rubra), black 

oak (Quercus velutina), black huckleberry (Gaylussacia baccata), lowbush blueberry 

(Vaccinium angustifolium) and common greenbrier (Smilax rotundifolia).  It is noted that the 

majority of trees in this forest are not large, with diameter at breast heights (dbh) of 8 inches or 

less.  Numerous stone walls are present in this forest (Figure 2) and Figure 4 shows the 

signatures of the limits of historical logging activities.   

 

The wetlands on the property will be avoided.  These wetlands range from red maple Swamps, 

isolated Forested Wetlands, Pond and isolated shrub wetland in the disturbed area.  Canonchet 

Brook, a Perennial River greater than 10 feet wide, is present in the northeast Swamp.  

Vegetation generally observed include red maple (Acer rubrum), highbush blueberry (Vaccinium 

corymbosum), winterberry (Ilex verticillata), sweet pepperbush (Clethra alnifolia), cinnamon 

fern (Osmundastrum cinnamomeum), sphagnum moss (Sphagnum sp.).  

 

Habitat and Wildlife Observations 

 

As described above, the upland forest is a deciduous forest with a few white pine stands. 

Features observed in the forest that are beneficial to wildlife includes the presence of stone walls 

(small mammal and reptile habitat), nesting cavities and nests (birds and small mammals), tall, 

mature white pine stands (owl habitat), steep boulder slopes with potential mammal dens 

(coyote, fox, bobcat) and food supplies (lowbush blueberry, black huckleberry). 

 

At this time of year, wildlife directly observed were limited to several bird species (black-capped 

chickadee, tufted titmouse, white breasted nuthatch, American crow, pileated woodpecker tree 

cavities, and downy and hairy woodpeckers), gray squirrel and white tail deer.  Though not 

observed, species expected to use this forest range from other small birds, tanagers, warblers, 

ground forest birds (eastern towhee, turkey, ovenbird, etc.), other woodpeckers, birds of prey, 

owls, and other small & large mammals. 

 

Overall, the wetlands on the property might offer better opportunities for wildlife, including 

water, dense shrub understory for cover, travel corridors and potential amphibian breeding in 

interior portions (no vernal pools were observed within the onsite forested wetlands or swamps), 

although upland forest habitat might be preferred over wetland habitats by several species.  The 

created pond in the eastern disturbed area does not appear to provide true vernal pool functions; 

the hydrology appears to be permanently flooded as evidenced by the aerial photographs, both in 

spring and fall, from 1988 to present. 

 

There are numerous stone walls on this property and in the forest area that will be removed. 

Stone walls, apart from their New England historical values, are excellent habitat features that 

provide habitat for small mammals and reptiles such as mice, voles, chipmunks, and snakes. 

 

Finally, though this is private property, there are recreational values of this forest as evidenced 

by well-established trails and at least one hunters’ deer tree stand. 
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Aerial Photograph Review 

 

Historical aerial images on the RIDEM website (http://www.dem.ri.gov/maps/) were reviewed.  

This allows me to gain an understanding of the site history in terms of prior disturbances.  In 

reading the NRS wetland delineation report (12/23/19), NRS notes the “significant earthwork in 

the 80’s and 90’s” in the eastern portion of the property; this is evident in the field as portions of 

the property are subject to heavy site disturbances, appearing to be related to gravel operations 

(creation of a pond, excavation, creation of ditches, etc.).  In fact, evidence of disturbance in the 

easternmost portion abutting Palmer Circle dates back to the 1939 photograph.  An expansion of 

land disturbances westward of this area begins in the 1981 aerial photograph and the limits of 

land disturbances do not generally change after the 1988 photograph. 

 

The forestry practices observed in the 1981 aerial photograph are confirmed by the general lack 

of large diameter trees (<8-inch dbh) within the proposed Limits of Disturbance (LOD).  Figure 

4 is the 1981 aerial photograph which shows clear limits of tree thinning and forestry operations.     

 

 

PROJECT IMPACTS TO WILDLIFE & CONCLUSIONS: 

 

In general, cutting of this large area of forest will affect any species that occur here and they will 

need to relocate to adjacent nearby habitats.  Figure 3 shows the amount of contiguous forest and 

natural habitats available.  There appears to be ample opportunities for displaced wildlife to 

relocate. There are also large expanses of forests in Hopkinton outside of this contiguous area 

depicted on Figure 3. 

 

Stone walls provide habitat to numerous species of wildlife, from snakes and terrestrial 

salamanders to small mammals.  As proposed, a large amount of stone walls will be removed.   

 

A general reduction in the scale of the project would mitigate for some of these impacts, 

including possible avoidance of some stone wall sections.  In those areas where they cannot be 

avoided, proposing the creation or relocation of stone walls in areas of the property outside of the 

LOD, or proposing some of the array over or around these walls, would also mitigate the impacts 

of the removal of stone walls.   Other mitigating measures that are currently proposed to 

minimize impacts to wildlife include proposing the array outside of habitat features that occur 

onsite and preserving them, such as the steep sloped areas which include boulders and what are 

certainly large mammal denning sites (coyote, fox, perhaps even bobcat), the pond in the eastern 

portion, and all wetlands and their jurisdictional setbacks which will remain in their natural 

states. 

 

At the completion of the project, though there is a large LOD, a fence is only proposed around 

the array and buildings.  Therefore, there is unobstructed availability for wildlife to travel over 

the eastern portion of the property, and around the solar array either through the Canonchet 

Brook wetland system or traveling around the array in the forest and wetlands along Route 95.  

In this area, Route 95 is located north of the property and is a severe barrier for wildlife to 

migrate northward from the site. Therefore, the area between the fenced array and Route 95 will 

http://www.dem.ri.gov/maps/
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be left natural for wildlife to continue to migrate in an east to west fashion.  Migration routes for 

bird species should not be impacted adversely. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to work with you on this project.  Please contact us if you have 

any questions regarding this work, or if you require additional information.   

 

MASON & ASSOCIATES, INC. 

 
Joseph P. McCue 

Senior Environmental Scientist 

 

Attachments: 

Figure 1: Site Location 

Figure 2: Site Features and Limit of Work 

Figure 3: Forest Area/Habitat Assessment 

Figure 4: 1981 Aerial Photograph 
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SITE LOCATION 

Project No. 210103

MASON & ASSOCIATES, INC.
Environmental Consulting & Projects

771 Plainfield Pike,  North Scituate,  Rhode Island   02857

Sources: 2018 USGS Topographic Map for Georgiaville and Pawtucket, RI
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Figure 2

SITE FEATURES
AND LIMIT OF WORK

Project No. 210103
MASON & ASSOCIATES, INC.
Environmental Consulting & Projects

771 Plainfield Pike,  North Scituate,  Rhode Island   02857

Approximate Location of:
Sources: 2019 RIDEM Digital Color Orthophotography
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Project Area ºWetland Edges

Stoneridge at Hopkinton
Hopkinton, Rhode Island

Limit of Work

Stone Walls
!. Stone Foundations

White Pine stands

Stone walls to be removed onsite (w/in LOD): 18,096 l.f.
Total stone walls onsite (inc. property lines): 26,024 l.f.
Total stone walls onsite (excluding property lines):  22,029 l.f.
% Stone walls to be removed: 18,096/22,029 = 82.1% 
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Figure 3

FOREST AREA/HABITAT
ASSESSMENT

Project No. 210103
MASON & ASSOCIATES, INC.
Environmental Consulting & Projects

771 Plainfield Pike,  North Scituate,  Rhode Island   02857

Sources: 2019 RIDEM Digital Color Orthophotography
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Stoneridge at Hopkinton
Hopkinton, Rhode Island

Limit of Work

1981 Photograph 
Logging Limits

White Pine stands
Conitiguous Forest Area

Forest Area to be removed onsite: 128 acres
Contiguous Forest Area, Pond and Field: 1,067 acres
% Overall Forest Area to be removed: 12% 

2019 Nat. Heritage

Approximate Location of:
Project Area
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Figure 4

1981 AERIAL PHOTOGRAPH

Project No. 210103
MASON & ASSOCIATES, INC.
Environmental Consulting & Projects

771 Plainfield Pike,  North Scituate,  Rhode Island   02857

Approximate Location of:
Source: 1981 RIDEM Digital Photograph (geo-referenced)
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