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Finding of No Significant Impact

1.0 Proposed Federal Action

The U.S. Postal Service (USPS) proposes to transport bypass and non-priority mail by
hovercraft on a permanent, year-round basis from the city of Bethel to nine Alaskan villages
along the Kuskokwim, Johnson, and Pikmiktalik rivers. The nine villages are Atmautluak,
Kasigluk, Napakiak, Napaskiak, Nunapitchuk, Akiachak, Akiak, Kwethluk, and Tuluksak.
The hovercraft vehicle will be similar in design, size, operational characteristics, and noise
and emissions generation as the British Hovercraft model AP.1-88. To optimize the
hovercraft mail transport activity and satisfy bypass and non-priority mail service
standards, transport of bypass and non-priority mail by hovercraft would be supplemented,
as needed, with alternate modes of transportation such as trucks, snow machines, all terrain
vehicles, boats, and planes. The USPS would continue to transport First-class, Express, and
Priority mail primarily by aircraft. A village agent, hired by the air carrier, would meet the
airplane and transfer mail to the post office.

Based on an unsolicited proposal from Alaska Hovercraft Joint Venture, the USPS
conducted a three-year demonstration project from July 1997 through June 2000 to transport
bypass and non-priority mail on a year-round basis by hovercraft from the city of Bethel to
eight remote Alaskan villages along the Kuskokwim, Johnson, and Pikmiktalik Rivers. The
demonstration project was environmentally reviewed in the July 1997 Final Alaska
Hovercraft Demonstration Project Environmental Assessment (DPEA). The DPEA
concluded that there would be no significant impact on the environment from use of the
hovercraft to transport bypass and non-priority mail and the USPS subsequently issued a
Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI). Although the USPS did not anticipate any
significant impacts, in the FONSI, it agreed to conduct ecological and safety monitoring
during the demonstration project, to obtain additional empirical data on potential impacts
of the hovercraft mail transport activity.

The USPS will need to contract for the transport of mail by hovercraft in order to move from
the demonstration to the proposed operational phase. The hovercraft would be maintained
and operated at a facility located in Bethel. Trucks would transport mail between the
airport in Bethel and the selected contractor’s hovercraft facility. Hovercraft facilities would
include a hangar, small office, waiting area, and a ramp that would lead to the Kuskokwim
River.

While transporting mail, the hovercraft would stay within the banks of the Kuskokwim,
Johnson, and Pikmiktalik rivers, and adjacent tributaries and sloughs. The hovercraft
operator would designate a landing site at each village for the hovercraft to off-load mail.
An agent would meet the hovercraft at the river’s edge to accept the mail for transport to the
villagers and to transfer outgoing mail to the hovercraft. Non-priority mail would be
delivered to the post office, while bypass and any other freight would be delivered directly
to the consignee.



Under the no-action alternative, bypass and non-priority mail would be transported daily
by plane. All bypass and non-priority mail would be flown from Anchorage to Bethel
Airport, transferred, and flown by small engine aircraft to each village. This procedure
would require repeated trips to the villages by the air carrier, as compared to the
containerized bulk transport performed by the hovercraft. At the village landing strip
runway, a bush carrier-hired agent would receive the mail for distribution. As the agent
meets the aircraft, he or she would transfer mail to the bush carrier for transport elsewhere.

2.0 Purpose and Need for Action

The project is needed to assist the USPS in meeting its mission in the Bethel area, which is to
provide prompt, reliable, and efficient postal service within mail service standards. This
commitment extends to providing service at the highest level of quality and at the lowest
possible cost. Specifically, the USPS needs a proven method to transport bypass and non-
priority mail to rural areas surrounding Bethel that will economically satisfy bypass mail
service standards.

3.0 Environmental Impact Analysis

This section summarizes the salient environmental issues for this proposed action. A more
detailed discussion of environmental impacts can be found in the Supplemental
Environmental Assessment (SEA) and the Demonstration Project Environmental
Assessment (DPEA). Information collected during the monitoring effort is presented in the
Ecological Monitoring Summary Report. The no-action alternative would not result in any
changes in existing levels of environmental impact resulting from mail delivery by fixed-
wing aircraft.

3.1 Fish and Wildlife

There are abundant and diverse fish and wildlife resources in the Kuskokwim River
drainage. The biological monitoring program and environmental assessment focused on the
potential impacts of hovercraft operation on fish, waterfowl, and subsistence resources.

3.1.1 Fish

The Kuskokwim is one of the largest rivers in Alaska and provides important fish habitat
throughout its drainage. Within the project area, the Kuskokwim River serves as an
important migration corridor for anadromous species (fish that mature in salt water but
spawn in fresh water) and the Kuskokwim, Johnson and Pikmiktalik rivers provide year-
round habitat for resident species. Anadromous and resident species important in
subsistence, commercial, or sport fisheries in the project area include chum, coho, sockeye,
pink, and chinook salmon, sheefish, humpback whitefish, round whitefish, Arctic grayling,
blackfish, and northern pike.

Although the DPEA concluded that there would be no significant impacts on the
environment from use of the hovercraft, the USPS agreed to conduct ecological monitoring
of fish during the hovercraft demonstration project. The questions proposed to be answered
by the monitoring effort included:




e  Are adult fish being injured or killed by the hovercraft?

e Arejuvenile fish being injured or killed by the hovercraft as it passes over shallow
water?

¢ Do juvenile fish become stranded by the wake of the hovercraft in shallow areas of the
rivers and if so, are they at greater risk than from conventional watercraft?

The monitoring team assessed potential for mortality to adult fishes by watching for floating
(i-e., injured or dead) fishes behind the hovercraft and in its wake, and by recording the
number of injured and dead fish on the Johnson and Kuskokwim rivers, independent of
whether the hovercraft had recently passed through the area. Over the course of ecological
monitoring, the team surveyed 264 miles of river behind the hovercraft (within 30 minutes
of its passing) for dead or injured fish. In addition, the team recorded occurrences of injured
or dead fish along 4,297 miles of the hovercraft route. Given that the monitoring team
observed no dead or injured fish attributable to the hovercraft either behind it or along its
route, there is no evidence that the hovercraft is harming adult fish.

The hovercraft lands at villages and occasionally travels near the shore over shallow water.
There was a concern that the turbulence caused by the rapid water displacement under the
craft could injure or kill small fish in those shallow areas. To assess this potential impact,
the monitoring team established a number of study areas on the Johnson and Kuskokwim
rivers, where the hovercraft was intentionally routed onto shallow beaches where abundant
small fish were known to be present and where sampling would be effective. Fish were
collected using a beach seine. Most of the fishes caught in both test events (where the
hovercraft had passed by) and control events (where the hovercraft had not passed by) were
unharmed. These data indicate that the passage of the hovercraft did not significantly harm
fish.

In response to local concemns, the monitoring team also conducted several investigations for
evidence of stranded fish. Using observations of stranding at landing sites, during near
shore operations, and during unplanned stops, it was estimated that the hovercraft might
strand 250 to 880 chum salmon fry and 920 to 4,640 whitefish fry per year. These fry
numbers equate to 3 to 44 adult salmon and 1 to 6 adult whitefish, respectively. The annual
chum salmon runs in the Kuskokwim River range from several hundred thousand to over a
million. Thus, based on the comparison of the estimates of mortality with the total numbers
of available fish, the hovercraft operation does not have a significant effect on the chum
salmon population in the Kuskokwim drainage. Similarly, the loss of 6 adult white fish is
also not significant. About 28,000 pounds of whitefish were harvested in 1986 by residents
of the village of Kwethluk alone.

The studies conducted indicate the proposed action of transporting bypass and non-priority
mail by hovercraft will not result in significant adult fish mortality, juvenile fish mortality in
shallow water areas, or stranding of juvenile fish along beaches.

3.1.2 Birds

The USFWS considers the Kuskokwim River to be a major water resource associated with,
but not part of, the Yukon National Wildlife Refuge. Waterbirds use the Kuskokwim River
system during the entire ice-free period of May to September. Waterfowl typically arrive in




the area in the spring shortly after ice-out in May. Breeding and nesting occur in May and
June, followed by brood rearing. Depending on the species, fledging occurs during July and
August, followed by the fall staging period and migration before ice-up in October. The
rivers provide staging habitat for all waterfowl during the migratory season.

Although the DPEA concluded that the hovercraft project would cause no significant
adverse impacts on the environment, the USPS agreed to conduct ecological monitoring of
bird resources, particularly waterfowl, during the demonstration project. The questions
proposed to be answered by the monitoring effort included:

e s there a difference in behavioral responses of waterfowl to hovercraft versus other
watercraft, and if so, what is the difference?

e Is the nesting success of waterfowl along the river routes of the hovercraft affected by
the hovercraft’s passage?

The results of flushing observations conducted during the demonstration project indicated
that waterfowl species nearly always flushed in response to the hovercraft, as well as to
other watercraft. The results of these studies indicate that, under the proposed action,
waterfow] would react to the hovercraft in a manner similar to the disturbance produced by
a motorboat. Other birds exhibited similar reactions; they were flushed by the hovercraft as
well as by motorboats. Typically, after flying only a short distance, the birds would land in
nearby habitats.

Due to the importance of subsistence gathering along the rivers and in response to village
residents’ concerns, the monitoring team studied waterfowl abundance along sections of the
rivers traveled by the hovercraft, as well as along sections where the hovercraft does not
operate. The results of this study indicate that the proposed action of transporting bypass
and non-priority mail using a hovercraft would not have significant adverse impacts on
waterfowl subsistence use of the habitat along the rivers.

The monitoring team conducted additional studies to evaluate whether the hovercraft
adversely affects the use of nearby habitats by waterfowl, and thus potentially the breeding
capacity of the birds. The team surveyed aerial transects both in hovercraft operational
areas and in control areas, using fixed-wing aircraft to document breeding pairs and general
waterfow] use of habitats in areas near the rivers. The team segregated waterfowl counts
into three habitat zones: on the river, adjacent to the river (<200 yards from river), and off
the river (>200 yards from the river). The results of the aerial surveys of waterfowl use
indicated no statistical difference in the distribution of waterfowl between control and
operational areas. Based upon these results, there is no evidence that the proposed action
would have a significant adverse effect on the distribution of breeding waterfowl or general
waterfowl use in the hovercraft operational area. It follows that the proposed action would
also not have a significant adverse effect on the number of waterfowl available for
subsistence hunting.

3.2 Noise

The USPS was unable to discover any existing ambient noise level studies of Bethel and the
villages considered in the SEA. Thus, the DPEA and SEA made conservative assumptions
about the existing noise environment. Specifically, it was assumed that the current ambient




noise level is 40 dB, a noise level that is commonly associated with rural areas. This is
believed to be a conservative estimate, given the commonly found noise sources in the
villages such as electrical generators, snowmobiles, all-terrain vehicles, boats, and
automobiles. At40 dB, an environment would be less noisy than an urban setting, but more
noisy than a remote part of a national park.

The hovercraft generates the most noise impact when it is within 150 feet of the landing
sites. This is a result of the noise characteristics of the hovercraft as it maneuvers for
approach and departure at the landing sites. Where the hovercraft passes by without
stopping, it generates less noise, because the craft is operating at a nearly constant speed
with minimal maneuvering. The noise associated with the proposed hovercraft operations
at the closest dwelling unit for each village has been calculated to be within the appropriate
Federal Transit Administration (FTA) and Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)
guidelines. Consequently, the use of the AP.1-88 or similar hovercraft will not cause
significant noise impacts in the villages. Noise levels at fishing camps are anticipated to be
considerably less than in the villages, as only pass-by activities would affect the camps.
Thus, no significant adverse noise impacts on fishing camps or villages would be
anticipated as a result of the proposed action.

3.3 Socioeconomics

3.3.1 Safety

The Kuskokwim, Johnson, and Pikmiktalik rivers are important transportation corridors
between villages for summer and winter travel. Boat and snow machine travel on these
rivers is common. Because there are no speed limits, age restrictions, or operator licensing
for the use of these machines, safety is a consideration. Bypass mail currently is delivered to
Tuluksak by air carrier. Prior to the hovercraft demonstration project, planes transported
bypass mail to the other eight villages. Although there is some inherent risk in flying in the
Yukon Delta region of Alaska, a high level of safety is observed by pilots to minimize
potential harm.

The results of the demonstration project have shown that transporting bypass mail by
hovercraft is safe. Except for the days when the ice was forming in the fall or breaking up in
the spring, the hovercraft delivered mail six days a week. Communication on safety issues
between Alaska Hovercraft Joint Venture and the village residents helped maintain a good
safety record. Experience gained from the demonstration project indicates that the use of
the hovercraft will not have a significant adverse impact on safety.

3.3.2 Local Employment and Economics

Subsistence, commercial, and recreational activities such as hunting, fishing, and trapping,
are important to the regional economy. A transition to a partial cash economy is slowly
occurring. The emerging cash economy is based on some wage employment and seasonal
commercial fishing, as well as cash infusion from social service subsidies. Experience
during the demonstration project has shown that while the proposed action may result in
minor shifts in employment, overall local employment opportunities will not decline.

It will be necessary for the selected hovercraft contractor to employ some number of local
residents in Bethel to accomplish their day-to-day operations. With the loss of revenue




associated with transport of bypass mail by air carrier to Tuluksak and Atmautluak, some
bush air carriers will be faced with the decision of either curtailing or eliminating some air
cargo service out of Bethel. Since there are other destinations out of the Bethel hub and
other hubs to which the air carriers could shift operations, it is anticipated that the overall
impact on air carrier employment would be minimal.

The selected hovercraft contractor would employ, at a minimum, one agent in each village
to help transfer bypass mail from the hovercraft to the village. In addition, the air carrier
transporting first class and priority mail would also employ, at a minimum, one agent in
each village to transfer the mail from aircraft to the post office. It is not known if the total
dollars paid to all these agents will be less or more than when all the mail was transported
by airplane. Those contracts and the amounts paid are negotiated with the individual
agents. However, the agents are paid according to the weight of the mail they transport and
the total amount of mail should not change. Thus, there is the likelihood that the village
agents’ pay may not change significantly.

Reliable transportation of passengers and freight could result in some economic stimulation.
Mail delivery and travel between villages will be more predictable using transportation that
is not inconvenienced by extreme weather and bad runway conditions. Over the past three
years, ridership on the hovercraft has increased, especially during times when conditions do
not allow aircraft to fly (spring thaw, low visibility, soft runways, standing water).

3.3.3 Bush Air Carriers

Prior to the implementation of the demonstration project, there were ten bush air carriers
operating out of the Bethel hub and serving the eight villages considered in the DPEA.
There are currently six carriers providing service to the seven villages on the hovercraft
route. An additional three carriers provide service to Atmautluak and Tuluksak.

Priority mail is transported by air carrier to all nine villages. Bypass mail is transported by
air carrier to only two of the nine villages, Atmautluak and Tuluksak (the hovercraft
transports bypass mail to the other seven villages). Weekly volume and revenue to the air
carriers from transport of bypass mail to these two villages is about 21,380 pounds and
$10,300, respectively.

Air carrier cargo service has decreased to the seven villages on the hovercraft route since the
initiation of the demonstration project. However, the level of passenger service has
remained relatively constant. While passenger service has decreased in some villages and
increased in others, the overall level in the local area remains similar and each village still
has one or more full service carriers.

Currently, air carriers transport priority mail to the nine villages in the proposed action. Air
carriers also transport bypass mail to Atmautluak and Tuluksak. Under the proposed
action, the transport of bypass mail to Atmautluak and Tuluksak will be shifted from air
carriers to the hovercraft. As a result, the bush air carriers that transport bypass mail to
these two villages will lose approximately $540,000 in revenue per year, but will retain the
revenue associated with transport of priority mail. The revenue forgone by the bush air
carriers will not be lost to the economy because hovercraft operations will result in local
village operations to receive and deliver the mail.




At Bethel, bush air carriers that lose the bypass mail volume may respond by pulling out of
the market or reducing their hub work force. These are more likely to be the carriers that fly
cargo only, rather than those that provide full service (i.e., cargo and passengers), or
passengers only. The selected hovercraft contractor may employ some of the individuals
that may lose their jobs as a result in the shift in mail service.

The current level of passenger service will likely be maintained. Experience with the
diversion of mail from air to surface transportation in other areas of Alaska and in Bethel
during the demonstration project has shown that when companies withdraw passenger
service, these services are often picked up by another air carrier. As evidence, the level of
passenger service to the villages via air carrier is currently similar to the level that existed
prior to the implementation of the demonstration project. Any reduction in air carrier
passenger service that is not picked up by another air carrier will be at least partially offset
by the passenger carrying capability of the hovercraft.

Because the air carriers can expand service to the other 18 villages out of the Bethel hub or
fly out of other hubs, the impact of the proposed action on the bush air carrier industry in
the Bethel area should not be significant.

3.3.4 Coastal Zone Management

The villages to receive mail service by hovercraft are within the Cefialiulriit Coastal Zone
Management (CZM) District. The State of Alaska’s CZM program sets standards and
develops procedures to guide coastal development throughout the state. Itis aland use
planning tool to ensure that coastal resources are preserved, protected, enhanced, and,
where necessary, restored. The program details standards for different land uses, including
transportation facilities and navigational facilities and systems.

The USPS has concluded that the proposed action:

1) Will not cause significant adverse impacts to subsistence use to coastal zone resources;
2) Supports a public need;

3) Maintains access to subsistence resources;

4) Is designed to minimize adverse impacts to biological resources, subsistence use areas,
cultural characteristics;

5) Avoids sensitive habitats and areas of importance to commercial fishing;

6) Is designed, sited, constructed, operated, and maintained to avoid significant adverse
impacts to the subsistence uses, air and water quality, fish and wildlife and their
habitats, commercial fishing uses, and historic, prehistoric, and archaeological resources;
and

7) Will not adversely impact bank erosion.

These conclusions address the enforceable policies contained within coastal zone
management plan which are important to consider under the proposed action. After
careful analysis and consideration of issues submitted by the public and federal and state
agencies, the USPS has determined that the proposed action is consistent with enforceable




coastal zone policies in Alaska. The USPS is currently engaged in the CZMP process with
the State and if necessary, will amend this SEA upon completion of the process.

3.4 Subsistence Activities and Commercial Fishing

Although the Yukon Delta offers a variety of subsistence resources ranging from caribou to
marine life, the most prevalent subsistence resource used in the area is salmon. Fish account
for 60 to 85 percent of the yearly food supply in the nine villages in the proposed action.
Although most of the subsistence harvest consists of salmon, other fish species including
blackfish, sheefish, humpback whitefish, northern pike, and Arctic grayling, are important
to the food supply of many villages. Most subsistence fishing is done using gillnets hauled
in by hand.

Salmon are also harvested in the area’s commercial fishery. Sections of rivers are opened a
short time for commercial fishing, an activity referred to as a Commercial Opening.
Typically, 20 to 30 days of commercial fishing are allowed per year. The season extends
from mid-June to early September. Approximately 800 commercial fishing permits are
issued for the Kuskokwim Area, which consists of four fishing districts. Fishing is done
using 300-foot-long drift gillnets, which are set and hauled in by hand from 20- to 25-foot
motorized boats.

Although the DPEA concluded that there would be no impact on commercial or subsistence
fishing, the USPS agreed to conduct monitoring studies during the demonstration project.
The questions proposed to be answered by monitoring included:

e Is gilinet subsistence and commercial fishing affected by the passage of the hovercraft?
e Isblackfish subsistence fishing affected by the passage of the hovercraft?

To assess if the hovercraft might be having an effect on subsistence and commercial gillnet
fishing, fishing studies were conducted to discern possible differences in catch rates when
the hovercraft travels past a gillnet. For the fishing experiment, the monitoring team used
pairs of net sets: test-sets (short net sets during which the hovercraft passed by) and control-
sets (sets of the same duration without the hovercraft passing by). The test and control sets
of each paired set were fished in the same location, one immediately after the other. Two
types of nets were employed in the monitoring efforts: set nets, which are anchored in place
often with one end attached to shore, and drift nets, which are allowed to drift with the
current. The difference between test and control catch rates was not statistically significant,
indicating that the hovercraft would have no effect on subsistence or commercial gillnet
catches.

In response to concerns raised by residents of villages on the Johnson River, monitoring was
also undertaken to evaluate the hovercraft’s potential effects on wintertime blackfish
subsistence fishing. There was concern that the noise, currents, and underwater pressure
produced by the hovercraft near fishing areas might scare blackfish away, thereby reducing
the overall number of blackfish available for harvest. Similarly, there was concern that the
disturbance might affect fishing success by causing the blackfish to stay away from, rather
than to congregate in the fishing holes. The purpose of the monitoring was to determine if
hovercraft operations drive fish away from traps, or alter behavior such that they are less
likely to enter the traps. The results of the monitoring indicated that the hovercraft and




snowmobile traffic (studied for comparison purposes) on the Johnson River did not have
any significant adverse effect on blackfish behavior or fishing success.

Based upon the results of the analyses, no significant adverse impacts to fish and wildlife
subsistence resources are anticipated, including waterfowl], furbearers, fish, and large
mammals. This conclusion, coupled with the fact that the proposed action will not affect the
accessibility to subsistence resources, leads to the overall conclusion that the proposed
action would not have significant adverse impacts on subsistence use of wildlife. Likewise,
the proposed action would have no significant adverse effect on the availability or
abundance of fish for commercial fishing.

4.0 Mitigation Measures

No measures are required to mitigate from significance to insignificance because the
proposed action would result in no significant impacts. Operations were, however,
designed to reduce the level of impact and to provide benefits to the public when possible.
During the demonstration project, the hovercraft project implemented a number of
mitigation measures to ensure that impacts are avoided to the maximum extent possible.
These mitigation measures have been effective, as evidenced by the fact that the
insignificant impacts of the project were further reduced and/or compensated for by the
implementation of the mitigation. These mitigation measures, which will be continued,
demonstrate the hovercraft program’s desire to be a good village neighbor and to support
the local subsistence way of life. The more important mitigation actions implemented are
listed below:

1. Only disturbed sites would be used for landings areas;

2. Only existing disturbed paths would be used to bring the bypass mail to the village from
the landing site; '

3. No piers or other structures would be constructed at the villages or in the water;
4. Winter fish net poles would be provided to those who want them;

5. The hovercraft would not operate from one hour before to one hour after a commercial
fishing opening;

6. The hovercraft would take all practical measures to avoid driving over subsistence fish
nets;

7. The hovercraft would suspend operations during fall freeze up to allow ice to thickly
freeze;

8. The hovercraft would avoid cracking ice during winter ice up by observing ice
conditions behind the hovercraft from a snow machine;

9. Operation would be coordinated with the US Fish and Wildlife Service to minimize
potential impact to caribou migrations;

10. The hovercraft would use all practical measures to avoid fish camps;

11. At the request of villages, landing sites would be changed during winter;




12. The hovercraft would offer medical evacuation services;

13. Upon request the hovercraft would brake ice in front of villages to improve river access
n the spring;

14. The hovercraft would be restricted to travel within the banks of the river;

15. The daily hovercraft operations would be planned to minimize passbys of sensitive
locations such as villages and fish camps; and

16. The hovercraft would not operate during spring ice out to prevent unsafe conditions on
the rivers.

5.0 Conclusion and Approval

During the Hovercraft Demonstration Project, the Hovercraft Commitiee, consisting of
federal regulatory agencies, state regulatory agencies, community representatives, and the
USFS, met monthly to discuss the operation of the hovercraft. During the three years these
meetings were held, the government agencies have never alleged the hovercraft operation to
be in non-compliance with their respective regulations. Not once was the hovercraft
operation found to implicate safety, subsistence, commercial fishing, oil spills, or any other
operational concerns.

After careful and thorough consideration of the facts contained herein and in the
Supplemental Environmental Assessment, the undersigned finds that the proposed federal
action is consistent with existing national environmental policies and objectives set forth in
Section 101(a) of the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA) and that it will not
significantly affect the quality of the human environment or otherwise include any
condition requiring consultation pursuant to Section 102(2)(c) of NEPA. Therefore, the
USPS is issuing this Finding of No Significant Impacts (FONSI) with respect to the proposed
action. Because no significant adverse impacts are expected from this proposed action, an
environmental impact statement will not be prepared.

/7..,4 /é/ - CLes /oo

Paul E. Vogel
Acting Vice President
Network Operations Management

Date

Responsible Official
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Executive Summary

The U.S. Postal Service (USPS) proposes to transport bypass and non-priority mail by hovercraft
(also known as air-cushioned vehicle) on a year-round basis from the city of Bethel to nine
Alaskan villages along the Kuskokwim, Johnson, and Pikmiktalik rivers. To optimize the
hovercraft mail transport activity and satisfy bypass and non-priority mail service standards,
transport of bypass and non-priority mail by hovercraft would be supplemented, as needed,
with alternate modes of transportation such as trucks, snow machines, all terrain vehicles,
boats, and planes. The project is needed to assist the USPS in meeting its mission in the Bethel
area, which is to provide prompt, reliable, and efficient postal service within mail service
standards. Specifically, a proven method to transport bypass and non-priority mail to rural
areas surrounding Bethel is needed that will economically satisfy bypass mail service standards.

Based on an unsolicited proposal from Alaska Hovercraft Joint Venture, the USPS conducted a
three-year demonstration project from July 1997 through June 2000 to transport bypass and
non-priority mail on a year-round basis by hovercraft from the city of Bethel to eight remote
Alaskan villages along the Kuskokwim, Johnson, and Pikmiktalik Rivers. During the
demonstration project hovercraft service to one of the villages, Atmaukluak, was suspended.
The demonstration project proved that hovercraft technology is a safe and reliable method of
transporting bypass and non-priority mail in the region.

The demonstration project was environmentally reviewed in the July 1997 Final Alaska
Hovercraft Demonstration Project Environmental Assessment (DPEA). The DPEA concluded
that there would be no significant impact on the environment from use of the hovercraft to
transport bypass and non-priority mail and the USPS subsequently issued a Finding of No
Significant Impact (FONSI). In the FONSI, the USPS agreed to conduct ecological and safety
monitoring during the demonstration project, to obtain additional data on actual impacts of the
hovercraft mail transport activity.

Pursuant to the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and USPS regulations, the USPS
must evaluate the impacts associated with the changes in the proposed action. The substantial
changes in the proposed action being considered by the USPS are the change in status of the
program from a demonstration project to permanent service and the addition of one village
(Tuluksak) to the transport route. This EA is referred to as a “Supplemental EA” (SEA) because
the USPS has already evaluated the impacts associated with the transport of mail by hovercraft
to villages in the vicinity of Bethel. The USPS re-considered all the issues addressed in the
DPEA and determined that certain issues do not require additional analysis. Thus, the SEA
focuses on evaluating the impacts associated with the changes in the proposed action as well as
considering new, available information.

Under the no-action alternative, bypass and non-priority mail would be transported daily by
plane, the system practiced before the demonstration project. All bypass and non-priority mail
would be flown from Anchorage to Bethel Airport, transferred, and flown by small engine
aircraft to each village. The environmental impacts associated with the no-action alternative
were evaluated in the DPEA and are incorporated by reference in this SEA since they have not
changed.




Considerable public input was used in scoping the issues for this document. This included
input received during: 1) the development of the DPEA; 2) monthly meetings of the Hovercraft
Committee; 3) the demonstration project monitoring activities; and 4) the scoping of the SEA.
The SEA supplements the findings of the DPEA by addressing the impacts of the proposed
action on issues that were monitored during the demonstration project and issues that were
raised as part of the scoping process. These include fish and wildlife, threatened and
endangered species, aquatic resources (water quality and Coastal Zone Management), air
quality, noise, hazardous materials, socioeconomics (safety, local employment and economics,
bush air carriers), subsistence activities, and commercial fishing. The evaluation indicates that
selection of the proposed action would result in no significant adverse impacts.

Selection of the no-action alternative would result in no new impacts on human health and the
environment. The no-action alternative would, however, result in air carriers resuming
transport of bypass and non-priority mail to the seven villages served by the hovercraft during
the demonstration project. Environmental impacts normally associated with the use of aircraft
for transporting mail would continue to occur.

In conclusion, selection of the proposed action would result in no significant adverse impacts on
human health and the environment.




1.0 Purpose and Need, Proposed Action and
Scope

1.1 Introduction

Based on an unsolicited proposal from Alaska Hovercraft Joint Venture, the U.S. Postal Service
(USPS) conducted a two-year demonstration project from July 1997 through June 1999 to
transport bypass and non-priority mail on a year-round basis by hovercraft (also known as air-
cushioned vehicle), from the city of Bethel to eight remote Alaskan villages along the
Kuskokwim, Johnson, and Pikmiktalik rivers. (For the purpose of this document, the term
“bypass” mail refers to both bypass and non-priority mail.) The purpose of the project was to
determine if hovercraft technology is a reliable method of transporting bypass mail in this
region of Alaska. The two-year demonstration project partially replaced the daily
transportation method of using fixed-wing airplanes. The contract carrier, Alaska Hovercraft
Joint Venture, used the AP.1-88 hovercraft because of its size, noise levels, maneuverability, and
other factors.

The demonstration project was environmentally reviewed in the July 1997 Final Alaska
Hovercraft Demonstration Project Environmental Assessment (DPEA) (USPS, 1997a). The DPEA
concluded that there would be no significant impact on the environment from use of the
hovercraft to transport bypass mail, and the USPS subsequently issued a Finding of No
Significant Impact (FONSI). In the FONSI, the USPS agreed to conduct ecological and safety
monitoring during the two-year demonstration project, to obtain additional data on actual
impacts of the hovercraft mail transport activity. The results of the monitoring effort are
presented in the Ecological Monitoring Summary Report (USPS, 2000a) and the Technology and
Safety Assessment (USPS, 2000b).

Near the completion of the first two years of the demonstration project, it was evident that more
time was needed to evaluate hovercraft mail transport. A Categorical Exclusion for the
continuation of the Alaska Hovercraft Demonstration Project was executed (USPS, 1999a),
thereby extending the two-year demonstration project until June 30, 2000.

Based on the positive results of the demonstration project and the monitoring program, the
USPS is now considering the action of transporting bypass mail by hovercraft on a permanent,
year-round basis from the city of Bethel to nine Alaskan villages along the Kuskokwim,
Johnson, and Pikmiktalik rivers (Figure 1.1). Pursuant to NEPA and USPS regulations, the
USPS must consider the impact of major actions to human health and the environment. This
obligation is commonly fulfilled by preparing an Environmental Assessment (EA).

This EA is referred to as a “Supplemental EA” (SEA), because the USPS has already evaluated
the impacts associated with the transport of bypass mail by hovercraft to villages in the vicinity
of Bethel (USPS, 1997a). The proposed action in the DPEA was to conduct a two-year
demonstration project to transport bypass mail on a year-round basis from the city of Bethel to
eight Alaskan villages.
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Although regulations do not require the preparation of SEAs, the USPS determined that an SEA
would be useful due to the substantial changes in the proposed action being considered. The
proposed changes include the change in status of the program from a demonstration project to a
permanent service and the addition of one village (Tuluksak) to the transport route. Asa
supplement, this SEA focuses on evaluating the impacts associated with these changes.

The SEA is organized as follows:

Section 1, Purpose and Need, Proposed Action and Scope, defines the purpose and need for
the proposed action, the proposed action, and the scope of the SEA. It also provides
information on the level of public involvement during the scoping process and demonstration
project.

Section 2, Description of Alternatives, describes the proposed action and the no-action
alternative, as well as other alternatives considered and dismissed as infeasible or impracticable.

Section 3, Affected Environment, describes existing conditions for relevant issues, prior to the
implementation of the hovercraft demonstration project.

Section 4, Environmental Consequences, describes impacts of the proposed action and no-
action alternatives for each of the topics included in Section 3.

Section 5, Comparison of Alternatives/Conclusions, presents conclusions and compares the
environmental impacts of the proposed action and the no-action alternative.

Section 6, References, contains a list of references cited in the SEA.

The SEA was prepared in accordance with NEPA (42 USC 4321 et seq.), the Council on
Environmental Quality regulations (40 CFR 1500), USPS regulations (39 CFR 775), and USPS
guidelines provided in Handbook RE-6, “Facilities Environmental Guide.”

1.2 Purpose and Need for Action

The project is needed to assist the USPS in meeting its mission in the Bethel area, which is to
provide prompt, reliable, and efficient postal service within mail service standards. This
commitment extends to providing service at the highest level of quality and at the lowest
possible cost. Specifically, a proven method to transport bypass mail to rural areas surrounding
Bethel is needed that will economically satisfy bypass mail service standards (USPS, 2000c).

1.3 Proposed Action

The USPS proposes to transport bypass mail by hovercraft on a year-round basis from the city
of Bethel to nine Alaskan villages along the Kuskokwim, Johnson, and Pikmiktalik rivers. To
optimize hovercraft mail transport operations and satisfy bypass mail service standards (USPS,
2000c) transport of bypass mail by hovercraft would be supplemented, as needed, with
alternate modes of transportation such as trucks, snow machines, all-terrain vehicles, boats, and
planes. These forms of transportation are common in the region, and are used to transport
people, goods, and, for aircraft, priority mail. Alternate modes would be used on a limited
basis to transport bypass mail, and would involve travel along and use of existing trails, rivers,
ice roads, and airfields.




1.4 Public Involvement

Information and views from federal, state, and local agencies and the public are important in
providing insight on the issues pertinent to the proposed action. The USPS believes that public
involvement is fundamental to understanding the culture and tradition of the local people as
well as understanding the environmental process and proposed actions. As a consequence, the
USPS has made an extraordinary effort over the last three years to engage the native Alaskans,
the local residents, the general public, and resource agencies. Toward this end, the USPS
conducted numerous public meetings and information exchange opportunities in support of the
DPEA, established a Hovercraft Committee and requested public and resource agency input
into the ecological monitoring and SEA. The following sections outline the extensive public
involvement efforts associated with the DPEA, Hovercraft Committee, ecological monitoring,
and SEA.

1.4.1 DPEA

For the DPEA, notification to the public that the document was being compiled was advertised
in The Tundra Drums on May 11, 1995 and posted on the bulletin boards at the Post Offices at all
eight villages and Bethel. A notice that a public meeting would be held to discuss the
demonstration project was published in The Tundra Drums in June 1995 and posted on the
bulletin board at all nine Post Offices. In addition to the advertisement in The Tundra Drums,
announcements of the public meeting were sent to radio stations KYUK, KNOM, and KICY,
and invitations were sent out to federal, state, and local agencies and interested parties
requesting information. Information was solicited from agencies in the form of scoping letters
and meetings were held with representatives from the US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS),
Yukon Delta National Wildlife Refuge, and Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADFG).
Comments from the public were solicited through a preliminary scoping letter (June 6, 1995). A
public meeting was held on July 6, 1995 in Bethel. A translator was present, and headphones
were made available to have simultaneous translation of the speakers into the native language
of Yupik. In addition to verbal comments received during the public meeting, letters indicating
concern were received.

Based on the concerns expressed by the public, the USPS, during 1996, conducted further
evaluations of the project. As a result of that re-evaluation, the USPS refined its proposed
action. A final scoping letter was distributed for the refined project (January 23, 1997). On
April 3,1997, the USPS and Alaska Hovercraft Joint Venture met with the Bethel Chamber of
Commerce to answer questions about the demonstration project. Meetings were held with
federal and state resource agencies and with the Association of Village Council Presidents
(AVCP) on May 16, 1997. A public meeting was also held in Bethel on May 16, 1997, and a
radio interview was broadcast on KYUK. In addition, public meetings were held in
Atmautluak, Kasigluk, Napakiak, Napaskiak, and Nunapitchuk on May 19 and 20, 1997.
Inclement weather resulted in postponing meetings in Akiachak, Akiak, and Kwethluk until
June 11, 1997. These meetings were held to address questions on the draft DPEA (USPS, 1997b).
Written and verbal comments on the Draft DPEA were taken into account in the final DPEA
(USPS, 1997a).

1.4.2 Hovercraft Committee

An additional avenue of continued public involvement over the past three years was the use of
a voluntary Hovercraft Committee, formed prior to the beginning of the demonstration project.




The Committee’s purpose has been to monitor actions of the demonstration project, suggest
operational changes to mitigate potential problems, and advise the USPS of any other concerns
regarding the project. The Committee has served as an informal conduit of information from
federal, state, and local representatives on the operational and environmental performance of
the hovercraft. The USPS selected a representative cross section of the stakeholders, giving
priority consideration for membership on the Committee to those entities that indicated concemn
during the scoping and preparation of the DPEA. Invitations were extended to regulatory
agencies, the AVCP, and representatives of Bethel and each of the eight original villages (see
Appendix A for a complete list of the Hovercraft Committee Members). The Committee has
been chaired by the USPS and has met each month in Bethel throughout the duration of the
demonstration project. Teleconferencing was made available for those members who could not
attend in person. Public attendance and comment was encouraged at these meetings.

1.4.3 Ecological Monitoring

The successful scoping of the monitoring effort was aided by considerable input from the local
people and regulatory agencies. To guide the ecological monitoring efforts and to ensure that
the monitoring reflected the concerns expressed by the people and agencies, the USPS prepared
a programmatic monitoring plan to investigate impacts to wildlife, fish and subsistence [Alaska
Hovercraft Demonstration Project Ecological Monitoring Plan, (USPS, 1997)]. Upon completion of
the monitoring described in the 1997 Monitoring Plan, the USPS summarized the results in a
report entitled, United States Postal Service Alaska Hovercraft Demonstration Project Ecological
Monitoring 1997-98 Summary Report (USPS, 1998). A second monitoring plan (1999 Monitoring
Plan) was developed prior to the 1999 ecological monitoring [Alaska Hovercraft Demonstration
Project Ecological Monitoring Plan (USPS, 1999b)] to refine and focus the second year (1999) of
monitoring based upon local input and the results of the monitoring conducted during 1997-98.

1997 Monitoring Plan

Prior to preparing the 1997 Monitoring Plan, a meeting was held in 1997 with representatives of
the Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADFG) to discuss possible methods to be used in the
monitoring. Following this meeting, a number of telephone conferences were held during July
and August 1997 with ADFG and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) to further refine
the studies that were to be detailed in the 1997 Monitoring Plan. The draft and final 1997
Monitoring Plans were reviewed and coordinated with interested parties, including the entire
Hovercraft Committee. Team members met with ADFG and USFWS representatives in August
1997 with the purpose of obtaining input into the design of the monitoring studies to be
conducted in 1998. The entire monitoring team attended a public meeting in 1998 for the
purpose of explaining the studies and obtaining feedback. The monitoring team leader
attended a Hovercraft Meeting in May 1998 for similar purposes as well as to give a briefing on
the results obtained to that date. During 1998, the team members conducted interviews with a
number of village representatives over the telephone as well as in person in the villages to
obtain feedback on the studies, hear concerns, and to gain assistance with choosing appropriate
locations for conducting the studies that year.

1997-1998 Monitoring Plan

The draft version of the 1997-98 Summary Report (USPS, 1998) was also coordinated with the
villages and Hovercraft Committee. The final version of the report was reviewed by village
residents, Hovercraft Committee, and more than 40 people who sent in an issue report
regarding an ecological matter. Additionally, the results of the 1997-98 monitoring efforts were
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presented to the villages in February 1999 using an interpreter. Comments received on this
report were considered in the development of the 1999 Monitoring Plan (USPS, 1999b).

1999 Monitoring Plan

The 1999 Monitoring Plan was coordinated with the same individuals and organizations as was
the 1997 Monitoring Plan, as well as the more than 40 people who each sent in an issue report or
who requested a copy during village presentations held in February 1999. Additional telephone
conferences were held with ADFG and USFWS regarding technical methodologies for the 1999
monitoring. Team members met with ADFG and USFWS representatives in 1998 and 1999 with
the purpose of obtaining input into the design of the monitoring studies to be conducted in
1999. Comments received on the plans and in meetings or issue reports were incorporated into
the final studies that were conducted. Feedback on the proposed studies and plans was also
obtained during numerous special meetings and interviews held for that purpose. As was done
in 1998, the entire monitoring team attended a public meeting in 1999 for the purpose of
explaining the studies and obtaining feedback. Team members also conducted interviews with
village representatives over the telephone as well as in person in the villages, as was done in
1998, to obtain feedback on the studies, hear concemns, and to gain assistance with choosing
appropriate locations for conducting the studies that year.

1.44 SEA

Notification to the public that this SEA was being prepared was advertised in The Tundra Drums
on Feb 16, 2000 and posted on the bulletin boards at the Post Offices at Bethel and all nine
villages on January 26, 2000 (see Appendix B for a copy of the Notice of Intent). Information
was also solicited from agencies in the form of scoping letters, released on January 19, 2000 (see
Appendix C for example scoping letters and a list of agencies and individuals contacted).
Responses to scoping letters are presented in Appendix D. Information received from the
public and the agencies was used in developing the scope for the SEA. This input
supplemented previous input received as a result of the considerable public involvement efforts
undertaken during the scoping of the DPEA and during the demonstration project. Comments
on the draft SEA and USPS responses are presented in Appendix E.

1.5 Scope of the SEA

Considerable public input was used in scoping the issues for this document. This included
input received during: 1) the development of the DPEA; 2) monthly meetings of the Hovercraft
Committee; 3) the demonstration project monitoring activities; and 4) the scoping of the SEA.
The DPEA concluded that there would be no significant impacts associated with the two-year
demonstration project (USPS, 1997a). The USPS re-considered all of the issue addressed in the
DPEA and determined that certain issues do not require additional analysis. This
determination was based on review of new information received during the demonstration
project and the features of the proposed action. Issues that will not be discussed further include
topography, soils, and geology, vegetation and wetlands, aquatic resources (hydrology and
floodplains), prime farmland, utilities, mail transport service, socioeconomics (population, non-
mail-related transportation, land use, aesthetics, community services, and environmental
justice), and historical, archaeological, and cultural resources. For these issues, the Finding of
No Significant Impact (FONSI) still applies and decision makers and the public can refer to and
use the information presented in the DPEA (USPS, 1997a).




The SEA supplements the findings of the DPEA by addressing the impact of the proposed
action on issues that were monitored during the demonstration project and issues that were
raised as part of the scoping process for the SEA. These include fish and wildlife, threatened
and endangered species, aquatic resources (water quality and Coastal Zone Management), air
quality, noise, hazardous materials, socioeconomics (safety, local employment and economics,
bush air carriers), subsistence activities, and commercial fishing.

For the purposes of the SEA, it is assumed that the hovercraft would be used exclusively, a
conservative séenario with respect to evaluating impacts and consistent with the DPEA. The
USPS determined that it is not necessary to address environmental impacts associated with the
alternate modes of transport (e.g., trucks, snow machines, all-terrain vehicles, boats and planes).
These modes are common forms of transport that would be used on existing routes and on an
incidental basis only. Any envirorunental impacts associated with them are already understood
and accepted by the public.
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2.0 Description of Alternatives

2.1 Proposed Action

The proposed action is to transport bypass mail by hovercraft on a permanent, year-round basis
from the city of Bethel to nine Alaskan villages along the Kuskokwim, Johnson, and Pikmiktalik
rivers. The nine villages are Atmautluak, Kasigluk, Napakiak, Napaskiak, Nunapitchuk,
Akiachak, Akiak, Kwethluk, and Tuluksak (Figure 1.1). Alternate modes, such as trucks,
snowmobiles, boats, all terrain vehicles, and planes, would be used on an incidental basis to
supplement hovercraft transport. First-class, express, and priority mail would continue to be
primarily transported by aircraft.

The USPS will need to contract for the transport of mail by hovercraft in order to move from the
demonstration to the proposed operational phase. The Request for Proposals (RFP) for
hovercraft mail service issued by the USPS (USPS, 2000d) does not stipulate the type of
hovercraft to be used, the location in Bethel at which it would be housed, specific landing sites
at the nine villages, transport schedules, or transport routes. For the purpose of the SEA and for
the RFP, it is assumed that the selected contractor will use a hovercraft that is similar (i.e., in
size, design, noise and emissions generation, and operational characteristics) to the AP.1-88
used during the demonstration project. Itis also assumed that the approach from the river and
land on which the hovercraft and supporting facilities will be housed will have been previously
disturbed. Furthermore, it is assumed that the selected contractor will choose landing sites that
have been previously disturbed by local villagers and that are located at similar distances from
the villages as the ones used during the demonstration project. The use of previously disturbed
sites is important because it alleviates the potential for several problems. For example, with the
use of a disturbed site to house the hovercraft and landing areas that are already established,
there will likely be no adverse effects to historic properties (Alaska Office of History and
Archeology, 1997).

If the selected contractor’s proposal violates any of the assumptions listed above, the USPS will
evaluate the need to conduct additional environmental review. The selected contractor will be
responsible for complying with all applicable laws and regulations, including those related to
health, safety, and the environment. Mail transport operations, possible schedule and routes,
and characteristics of the AP.1-88 are discussed in detail below.

2.1.1 Mail Transport Operations

The hovercraft would be maintained and operated at a facility located in Bethel. Mail would be
transported between the airport in Bethel and the selected contractor’s hovercraft facility by
truck. Marine diesel fuel for the hovercraft would be delivered daily by truck from the local
fuel storage tanks. No fuel would be stored on-site. Hovercraft facilities would include a
hangar, small office, waiting area, and a ramp that would lead to the Kuskokwim River.

While transporting mail, the hovercraft would stay within the banks of the Kuskokwim,
Johnson, and Pikmiktalik rivers, and adjacent tributaries and sloughs. The hovercraft would be
operated at speeds commensurate with weather and field conditions. Speed would be reduced
during periods of heavy river traffic and inclement weather, and at bends in the rivers.
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Sections of river are opened a short time for commercial fishing, an activity referred to as a
Commercial Opening. Hovercraft operations would be suspended in sections of river where
Comumerical Openings are taking place from one hour before to one hour after the Opening.

At each village, a landing site would be designated for the hovercraft to off-load mail.
Hovercraft approach, landing, and exit procedures would depend on site-specific features.
Based on the experience gained during the demonstration project, the landing sites selected at
each village would already have been disturbed by local villagers landing their boats. No docks
or ramps wotlld need to be constructed. Landing sites selected by the contractor would be
adequately spaced from residences in order to allow the hovercraft to comply with the Federal
Aviation Administration (FAA) and Federal Transit Administration (FTA) recommended
maximum noise level criteria. If a landing site or route back to the village were flooded in the
spring, an alternate landing site that was previously disturbed would be substituted.

An agent would meet the hovercraft at the river’s edge to accept the mail for transport to the
villagers and to transfer outgoing mail to the hovercraft. As there are typically only a few
vehicles in each village, it is anticipated that the agent either would have access to a vehicle or
would use an all-terrain vehicle, tractor, or snowmobile and trailer to haul the mail and any
other freight, as is done with shipments arriving by airplane or barge. Access from the landing
sites to each village would be over established trails, roads, or waterways. Non-priority mail
would be delivered to the post office, while bypass and any other freight would be delivered
directly to the consignee.

To optimize hovercraft mail transport and economically satisfy mail service standards (USPS,
2000c), transport of bypass mail by hovercraft would be supplemented as needed with alternate
modes of transportation such as trucks, snow machines, boats, all terrain vehicles, and planes.
These alternate modes of transport would use trails, rivers, ice roads, and airfields currently
used to transport people, goods, and, for aircraft, priority mail. For the purposes of the SEA, it
is assumed that the hovercraft would be used exclusively, a conservative scenario with respect
to evaluating impacts and consistent with the DPEA.

2.1.2 Hovercraft Schedule

A possible schedule for the hovercraft is provided in Table 2.1. Possible routes are provided in
Figures 2.1 to 2.4. Ultimately, the USPS would determine the actual schedule and routes.
Regardless of the transport schedule, the hovercraft would return to Bethel at the end of each
day. :

Under the operating schedule in Table 2.1, the hovercraft would travel from Bethel up the
Kuskokwim River on Monday to transport mail to Akiachak and Kwethluk (Figure 2.1). On
Tuesday and Thursday the hovercraft would depart Bethel and proceed down the Kuskokwim
River and up the Johnson and Pikmiktalik rivers to transport mail to Atmautluak, Kasigluk,
Napakiak, Napaskiak, and Nunapitchuk (Figure 2.2). On Wednesday and Friday the hovercraft
would travel from Bethel up the Kuskokwim River to transport mail to Akiachak, Akiak,
Kwethluk, and Tuluksak (Figures 2.3 and 2.4).
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Table 2.1 Possible Hovercraft Bypass Mail Transportation Schedule

Depart Time Arrive Time
Monday

Bethel 9:30 AM Kwethluk 10:10 AM
Kwethluk 10:30 AM Akiachak 10:45 AM
Akiachak 11:05 PM Bethel 11:55 AM
Tuesday/Thursday

Bethel 9:30 AM Napaskiak 9:40 AM
Napaskiak 10:00 AM Napakiak 10:15 AM
Napakiak 10:35 AM Atmautluak 12:00 PM
Atmautluak 12:20 PM Nunapitchuk 2:10 PM
Nunapitchuk 2:30 PM Kasigluk 2:50 PM
Kasigluk 3:20 PM Bethel 5:30 PM
Wednesday/Friday

Bethel 9:30 AM Kwethluk 10:10 AM
Kwethluk 10:30 AM Akiak 11:00 AM
Akiak 11:20 AM Tuluksak 12:05 PM
Tuluksak 12:25 PM Akiachak 1:40 PM
Akiachak 2:00 PM Bethel 2:50 PM

Note: all times are approximate
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Experience gained during the demonstration project helped in the development of transit routes
for the hovercraft. When leaving for deliveries to the villages of Atmautluak, Kasigluk,
Napakiak, Napaskiak, and Nunapitchuk, the hovercraft would head south down the
Kuskokwim River, eliminating the need to travel past Bethel (Figure 2.2). On delivery trips to
Akiachak, Akiak, Kwethluk and Tuluksak the hovercraft would again head south and turn
northeast up the Kuskokwim River, staying east of the largest island and approximately 0.5
mile from Bethel (Figure 2.1). These same routes would be followed on return trips.

2.1.3 Hovercraft Design Characteristics

As indicated above, the proposed action assumes a hovercraft vehicle that is similar (i.e., in
design, size, operational characteristics, and noise and emissions generation) to the British
Hovercraft model AP.1-88 used during the demonstration project (Figures 2.5 and 2.6). The
AP.1-88 has an overall width and length of approximately 36 feet by 70 feet and is powered by
two Deutz 390 horsepower (hp) marine diesel engines (model BF10L413FC), which provide lift,
and two Deutz 500 hp diesel marine engines (model BF121L.413FC), which propel the craft. The
AP.1-88 can obtain a cruising speed of 50 miles per hour (mph) and has a load capacity
(passengers plus freight) of 8 tons.

The AP.1-88 hovercraft has successfully demonstrated its operational capabilities on the river in
the two seasonal modes of operation, water in summer and ice in the winter. Initially, the
Arctic environment presented problems but the contractor has effectively addressed them over
time (USPS, 2000b).

2.2 Other Action Alternatives

The USPS has considered alternatives to the proposed action of using a hovercraft,
supplemented by alternate modes, to improve the reliability of mail transport to regional
villages, while economically satisfying mail service standards. These alternatives were
considered in light of their ability to meet the purpose and need of the project.

The USPS considered the possibility of exclusively using trucks in the winter, boats in the
summer, and planes when the river cannot be navigated (e.g., during ice-out or ice-up). The use
of such forms as primary transport for each season would be administratively problematic and
would not improve transportation consistency. For example, river ice conditions can vary
substantially between villages to the extent that scheduled transport primarily by truck is
unreliable, and planes are sensitive to weather conditions and cannot be used during spring
thaw when the airfields are too muddy for landings. In addition, boats that would be capable
of carrying loads equivalent to that of the hovercraft may not be able to reach landing sites due
to the shallow water. Alternatively, the use of smaller boats would require the maintenance of a
fleet of transport craft.

Different types of hovercraft, including the C-7 and LACV-30, were considered in the DPEA.
For various reasons, including noise level, size, reliability, and operational characteristics, the
USPS determined that these crafts, as configured, were not suited for the transport of mail in
this environment. Therefore, alternative hovercraft types were not evaluated further because
they were adequately considered in the DPEA (USPS, 1997a). If the selected contractor’s
proposal violates this conclusion, the USPS will evaluate the need to conduct additional
environmental review.
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2.3 No-Action Alternative

Under the no-action alternative, bypass mail would be transported daily by plane, the system
practiced before the demonstration project. All bypass mail would be flown from Anchorage to
Bethel Airport, transferred, and flown by small engine aircraft to each village. This procedure
would require repeated trips to the villages by the air carrier, as compared to the containerized
bulk transport performed by the hovercraft. At the village landing strip runway, a bush carrier-
hired agent would receive the mail for distribution. As the agent meets the aircraft, he or she
would transfer mail to the bush carrier for transport elsewhere.
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3.0 Affected Environment

The purpose of this section is to describe existing conditions prior to the initiation of the
demonstration project (i.e., when bypass mail was transported by aircraft). This information
was presented in detail in the DPEA (USPS, 1997a) and summarized here. The USPS re-
considered all of the issues addressed in the DPEA and determined that certain issues do not
require additional analysis. This determination was based on review of new information
received during the demonstration project and the features of the proposed action. Issues that
will not be discussed further include topography, soils, and geology, vegetation and wetlands,
aquatic resources (hydrology and floodplains), prime farmland, utilities, mail transport service,
socioeconomics (population, non-mail-related transportation, land use, aesthetics, community
services, and environmental justice), and historical, archaeological, and cultural resources. For
these issues, the Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) still applies and decision makers and
the public can refer to and use the information presented in the DPEA (USPS, 1997a). The SEA
supplements the findings of the DPEA by addressing the impact of the proposed action on
issues monitored during the demonstration project and issues raised as part of the SEA scoping
process.

Transport of bypass mail to Tuluksak was not part of the demonstration project, but is being
evaluated in this SEA as part of the proposed action. Tuluksak is located about 20 miles north
of Akiak, on the Kuskokwim River (Figure 1.1). The habitats at Tuluksak are similar to those
found at Akiak (ADFG, 2000a), a village which was evaluated in the DPEA. The topography
and other physical features are similar as well. Most of the information provided in the DPEA
and summarized here is applicable to Tuluksak and the stretch of the Kuskokwim River
between Akiak and Tuluksak. Important differences between the project area addressed in the
DPEA and the addition to the project area included in the proposed action are noted.

3.1 Fish and Wildlife

Information on the fish, mammal, and bird species that are important to the local people is
summarized below. Appendix F provides scientific names for species mentioned in the text.

3.1.1 Fish

The Kuskokwim is one of the largest rivers in Alaska and provides important fish habitat
throughout its drainage. Within the project area, the Kuskokwim River serves as an important
migration corridor for anadromous species (fish that mature in salt water but spawn in fresh
water) and the Kuskokwim, Johnson and Pikmiktalik rivers provide year-round habitat for
resident species. Anadromous and resident species important in subsistence, commercial, or
sport fisheries in the project area include chum, coho, sockeye, pink, and chinook salmon,
sheefish, humpback whitefish, round whitefish, Arctic grayling, blackfish, and northem pike.

Chum and coho are the most common salmon in the Kuskokwim River drainage, and their
numbers are considered to be roughly equal (C. Burkey — ADFG, pers. comm.). The 10-year
commercial catch averages are 500,000 for chum and 330,000 for coho.
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The timing and duration of life history stages vary by salmon species but all follow the same
general pattern. Salmon do not spawn in the mainstream Kuskokwim, Johnson, or Pikmiktalik
rivers, but use the Kuskokwim River, including the stretch from Akiak to Tuluksak, primarily
as a migration corridor. Adults migrate upstream, principally during summer, to clear, gravel-
bottomed tributaries where they spawn in summer or fall. In the spring, salmon smolts migrate
down the Kuskokwim River to the ocean. Smolts are juvenile salmon that are undergoing rapid
physiological change to adapt to life in seawater.

Whitefish, pike, sheefish, and blackfish are resident fish species of the Kuskokwim, Johnson,
and Pikmiktalik rivers. More specific behavioral information on important fish in the
Kuskokwim drainage is provided in the DPEA (USPS, 1997a).

3.1.2 Mammals

The Kuskokwim, Johnson, and Pikmiktalik river corridors in the project area are not heavily
populated by large mammals. This is largely due to human activity (USFWS, 1988). A study of
fish and wildlife use of the Kuskokwim and Johnson rivers by AGRA Earth and Environmental
confirmed that large mammals are relatively rare along the shores of both rivers (AGRA, 1998).
The study, entitled Hovercraft Impact Assessment, was prepared for the Calista Elders Council.

Use of boats and snowmobiles disturbs mammals in the vicinity of the rivers during both ice
and ice-free periods. Probably the most important reason the areas do not support greater
numbers of large mammals is due to hunters’ easy access by river. Since these conditions are
not likely to change in the future, animal populations will continue to be depleted.
Nevertheless, large animals, including grizzly bear, black bear, caribou, and moose,
occasionally occur along the rivers.

Furbearer populations are also depleted along the river corridors. One exception is beaver. The
population of beaver in the project area is very large (ADFG, 2000a). Beaver occupy all
available habitats, including those considered to be of marginal quality. Low fur prices and the
lack of incentive to trap have likely contributed to the growth in the beaver population. Other
furbearers that may be found in the river corridors within the project area include lynx, red fox,
weasel, pine marten, river otter, beaver, and mink. Beluga whales occasionally travel up the

Kuskokwim River, but they are not known to go upriver as far as the project area (USFWS,
1988).

One of the differences between the two communities is the increased presence of caribou
around Tuluksak. The Mulchatna herd is expanding its winter range (ADFG, 2000a). Of the
three herds that use the Yukon National Wildlife Refuge (Kilbuck, Mulchatna and North
Arctic), the Mulchatna is the only one that resides in or migrates through the project area
(Anderson, et al., 1992; USFWS, 1997). Near Tuluksak, caribou have been seen close to and
crossing the river (ADFG, 2000a).

3.1.3 Birds

The USFWS considers the Kuskokwim River to be a major water resource associated with, but
not part of, the Yukon National Wildlife Refuge (USFWS, 1988). During the hovercraft
demonstration project monitoring efforts, numerous flocks of temns, eagles, ducks, geese, gulls,
and shorebirds were observed (USPS, 2000a). Waterbirds use the Kuskokwim River system
during the entire ice-free period of May to September. Waterfowl typically arrive in the area in
the spring shortly after ice-out in May. Breeding and nesting occur in May and June, followed
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by brood rearing. Depending on the species, fledging occurs during July and August, followed
by the fall staging period and migration before ice-up in October. The rivers provide staging
habitat for all waterfowl during the migratory season. A more detailed description of

waterfowl and other bird species found within the project area are presented in the DPEA
(USPS, 1997a).

3.2 Threatened and Endangered Species
There are no listed threatened and endangered species within the project area (USFWS, 2000).

3.3 Aquatic Resources

3.3.1 Water Quality

The Kuskokwim River originates in the Alaska Range and flows southwestward to the Bering
Sea. The river flows through forest, woodland, moist tundra, and muskeg of the Intermontane
Plateaus, which are underlain by diverse sedimentary intrusive rocks and alluvial deposits.
From Tuluksak, the river passes through a region of mature topography and low relief
characterized by oxbow lakes, meanders, and sloughs. Major tributaries include the
Pikmiktalik and Johnson rivers and the Kuskokwim Slough. The Kuskokwim River at Bethel
has a drainage area of 42,000 square miles (USACE, 1988).

The Kuskokwim River exhibits extensive natural bank erosion and high sediment loading from
continuous lateral movement of the river channel (AGRA, 1998). Suspended sediment levels
greater than 100 mg/L are not unusual (ADEC, 1996). The suspended sediment concentration
will fluctuate with changes in flow and erosion rates. During low flow periods, the river is least
likely to transport coarse sediment, but total suspended solids may increase due to increased
populations of algae.

3.3.2 Coastal Zone Management

The villages to receive mail service by hovercraft are within the Cenaliulriit Coastal Zone
Management (CZM) District. The State of Alaska’s CZM program sets standards and develops
procedures to guide coastal development throughout the state (Coastal Management Program,
1999). Itis a land use planning tool to ensure that coastal resources are preserved, protected,
enhanced, and, where necessary, restored. The program details standards for different land
uses, including transportation facilities and navigational facilities and systems.

3.4 Air Quality

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) under provisions of the Clean Air Act and
later amendments has issued National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) for six criteria
pollutants. The pollutants and associated standards are listed in Table 3.1. A review of the
entire state of Alaska shows that only particulate matter and carbon monoxide exceed the
standard anywhere in the state. These areas are far removed from the hovercraft route. The
area surrounding Bethel is in attainment for all criteria pollutants as determined by the review
of electronic databases supplied by the USEPA which were last updated in August of 1999.

25



Table 3.1 National Ambient Air Quality Standards

Pollutant Standard Value Standard Type

Carbon Monoxide (CO)

8-hour Average 9 ppm (10 mg/ms) Primary

1-hour Average 35 ppm (40 mg/ma) Primary

Nitrogen Dioxide (NO>)

Annual Arithmetk‘: Mean 0.053 ppm (100 ug/ma) Primary & Secondary
Ozone (Os)

1-hour Average* 0.12 ppm (235 pg/m®) Primary & Secondary
8-hour Average** 0.08 ppm (157 pg/m°) Primary & Secondary
Lead (Pb)

Quarterly Average 15 ug/m3 Primary & Secondary

Particulate < 10 micrometers (PM-10)

Annual Arithmetic Mean 50 ug/m3 Primary & Secondary
24-hour Average 150 ug/m3 Primary & Secondary
Particulate < 2.5 micrometers (PM-2.5)**

Annual Arithmetic Mean ' 15 ug/m:i Primary & Secondary
24-hour Average 65 ug/m3 Primary & Secondary
Sulfur Dioxide (SO2)

Annual Arithmetic Mean 0.03 ppm (80 pug/m®) Primary

24-hour Average 0.14 ppm (365 ug/ms) Primary

3-hour Average ' 0.50 ppm (1300 p.g/ms) Secondary

* The ozone 1-hour standard applies only to areas that were designated non-attainment when the ozone 8-hour
standard was adopted in July 1997. This provision allows a smooth, legal, and practical transition to the 8-hour
standard.

** Due to legal challenges, the PM-2.5 and 8-hour ozone standards are not enforceable at this time, but should
be implemented in the near future.

Source: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
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There are no large industrial complexes nearby. As such, it can be concluded that air quality
near the Bethel area and in the Kuskokwim River Basin is not significantly impacted at this
time.

It is also probable that the hovercraft operations in the Bethel area are covered by Rule AAC
50.100, which regulates opacity issues for marine vehicles. The rule requires that visible
emissions through any marine vehicle exhaust, within 3 miles of the Alaskan coast, may not

result in the reduction of visibility of greater than 20 percent for defined periods of time. Water
vapor is excluded. The defined periods of time include:

e 3 minutes in any 1 hour while underway, at berth, or at anchor
¢ 6 minutes in any 1 hour during initial startup of diesel-driven vessels; and,

e 12 minutes in any 1 hour while anchoring, berthing, getting underway, or maneuvering in
port.

Of these six criteria pollutants, ozone is a secondary pollutant that forms in the atmosphere
from other gases. Lead is not an additive for diesel fuel and would not be emitted from the
hovercraft. As such, only particulate matter, sulfur oxides, carbon monoxide and nitrogen
oxides would be directly emitted by the hovercraft and are of concern here. In addition,
although not listed as a criteria pollutant, hydrocarbons, primarily in the form of unburned fuel
would be emitted by the hovercraft engines as well and are also of concern.

3.5 Noise

The USPS was unable to discover any existing ambient noise level studies of Bethel and the
villages considered in the SEA. Thus, conservative assumptions were made about the existing
noise environment. Specifically, it was assumed that the current ambient noise level is 40 dB, as
experienced in what may be called a “Farm in Valley” (Figure 3.1). As with other assumptions
made regarding noise issues in this document, this is believed to be a conservative estimate,
given the commonly found noise sources in the villages such as electrical generators,
snowmobiles, all-terrain vehicles, boats, and automobiles. At 40 dB, an environment would be
less noisy than an urban setting, but more noisy than a remote part of a national park.

3.6 Hazardous Materials

Maintenance and operation of aircraft transporting bypass mail to the nine Alaskan villages
involves the use of lubricants and cleaning agents and the use and storage of fuel at various
locations. Most of the fuel is stored at Bethel, the local hub for air carriers.

3.7 Socioeconomics
3.7.1 Safety

The Kuskokwim, Johnson, and Pikmiktalik rivers are important transportation corridors
between villages for summer and winter travel. Boat and snow machine travel on these rivers is
common. Because there are no speed limits, age restrictions, or operator licensing for the use of
these machines, safety is a consideration. Bypass mail is currently delivered to Tuluksak by air
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carrier. Prior to the demonstration project, planes were also used to transport bypass mail to
the other eight villages. Although there is some inherent risk in flying in the Yukon Delta
region of Alaska, a high level of safety is observed by pilots to minimize potential harm.

3.7.2 Local Employment and Economics

Subsistence, commercial, and recreational activities such as hunting, fishing, and trapping, are
important to the regional economy. A transition to a partial cash economy is slowly occurring.
The emerging cash economy is based on some wage employment and seasonal commercial
fishing, as well as cash infusion from social service subsidies. Information on local employment
and economics by village is provided below.

Bethel: As the regional center for the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta, Bethel provides food, fuel,
transportation, medical care, and other services to approximately 56 villages. Approximately
one-half of the jobs in Bethel are government positions. Commercial fishing is an important
source of income; 216 residents hold commercial fishing permits, primarily for salmon and
herring roe net fisheries. Residents’ livelihoods are also centered on subsistence fishing and
hunting (ADCED, 1999).

Akiachak: Subsistence activities provide most of the food source for residents in Akiachak.
Year-round employment is focused on education, other public services, and small local retail
businesses. The Yupiit School District Headquarters are located in the community.
Commercial fishing is important to the community, with 78 residents holding commercial
fishing permits. In addition, the community is developing a fish processing facility and freezer.
A small number of residents also work at canneries in Bristol Bay. Other income sources
include seasonal activities such as construction, commercial fishing, and Bureau of Land
Management (BLM) firefighting (ADCED, 1999).

Akiak: Subsistence remains an important aspect of the village economy. Income sources include
small local retail businesses, seasonal commercial fishing, BLM firefighting, and public
employment with the city, school system, and other public services. The community is
interested in developing a fish processing plant and tourism (ADCED, 1999).

Atmautluak: Subsistence activities remain an important part of the local economy, with cash
income derived from the school, small retail businesses, and seasonal commercial fishing.
Currently, 35 residents hold commercial fishing permits (ADCED, 1999).

Kasigluk: Subsistence activities contribute significantly to the local diet. Other employment is
focused on the school, small local retail businesses, village government, and seasonal
commercial fishing, with 46 residents holding commercial fishing permits primarily for salmon
set net and herring roe fisheries (ADCED, 1999).

Kwethluk: Subsistence activities play a central role in the village economy, with salmon, moose
and caribou being the staples of the community’s diet. Seal meat and seal oil are obtained in
trade with coastal relatives and neighbors. The largest employers are the school district, the
federal and city governments, and small local retail businesses. Additional income sources

include seasonal commercial fishing, with 61 residents holding commercial fishing permits
(ADCED, 1999).

Napakiak: It is estimated that subsistence activities account for 50 percent of the diet in
Napakiak, based primarily on salmon, waterfowl, moose, bear, and seals. Year-round
employment is focused on the school system, as well as local, federal, and state government
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agencies, and small retail businesses. Other income sources include construction, trapping
activities, crafts, and seasonal commercial fishing, with 43 residents holding permits for herring
roe and salmon net fisheries primarily (ADCED, 1999).

Napaskiak: The employment here is based on the school district, small local retail businesses,
and some seasonal commercial fishing, with 42 residents holding permits for salmon drift
netting. Subsistence activities continue to be a part of the culture and an important basis for the
economy (ADCED, 1999).

Nunapitchuk: Subsistence activities and commercial fishing remain an essential component of
the village economy. Currently, 52 residents hold permits for salmon and herring roe net
fisheries and roe on kelp. Other employment is focused on the school, city government, small
local retail businesses, and seasonal commercial fishing (ADCED, 1999).

Tuluksak: The primary sources of employment and income are the school, village government,
and services. Subsistence activities provide most of the food source for the inhabitants. Some
commercial fishing also occurs, with 31 residents holding permits for herring roe and salmon
net fisheries (ADCED, 1999).

3.7.3 Bush Air Carriers

Prior to the implementation of the demonstration project, there were ten bush air carriers
operating out of the Bethel hub and serving the eight villages considered in the DPEA (USPS,
1997a). There are currently six carriers providing service to the seven villages on the hovercraft
route. An additional three carriers provide service to Atmautluak and Tuluksak. Table 3.2
identifies the carriers and the service levels to each village.

Priority mail is transported by air carrier to all nine villages. Bypass mail is transported by air
carrier to only two of the nine villages, Atmautluak and Tuluksak (the hovercraft transports
bypass mail to the other seven villages). Weekly volume and revenue to the air carriers from
transport of bypass mail to these two villages is about 21,380 pounds and $10,300, respectively.

As would be expected, air carrier cargo service has decreased to the seven villages on the
hovercraft route since the initiation of the demonstration project. However, the level of
passenger service (Table 3.2) has remained relatively constant. [The pre-demonstration project
level of service is presented in Table 3.3 in (USPS 1997a).] While passenger service has
decreased in some villages and increased in others, the overall level in the local area remains
similar and each village still has one or more full service carriers.

3.8 Subsistence Activities and Commercial Fishing

Although the Yukon Delta offers a variety of subsistence resources ranging from caribou to
marine life, the most prevalent subsistence resource used in the area is salmon (ADFG, 1995).
Salmon migrate through the rivers and past proposed hovercraft landing sites to spawn
upstream. It was estimated that 30 to 40 percent of the area residents leave their homes during
the fishing season to live in fishing camps along the edges of rivers. This annual activity is
considered a part of the Yupik way of life. Fish account for 60 to 85 percent of the yearly food
supply in the nine villages in the proposed action (ADFG, 2000d). Although most of the
subsistence harvest consists of salmon, other fish species including blackfish, sheefish,
humpback whitefish, northern pike, and Arctic grayling are important to the food supply of -
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many villages (USFWS, 1988). Most subsistence fishing is done using gillnets hauled in by
hand. Salmon are also harvested in the area’s commercial fishery. Sections of rivers are opened
a short time for commercial fishing, an activity referred to as a Commercial Opening. Typically,
20 to 30 days of commercial fishing are allowed per year. The season extends from mid-June to
early September. Commercial Openings are not scheduled very far in advance, and must be
coordinated with the processors and buyers to ensure that the fish can be sold. The Openings
begin at either noon or 1:00 P.M., usually last 6 to 8 hours, and can occur one to three times per
week during the fishing season.

Approximately 800 commercial fishing permits are issued for the Kuskokwim Area, which
consists of four fishing districts. Each district can cover up to 100 miles of river. Fishing is done
using 300-foot-long drift gillnets, which are set and hauled in by hand from 20- to 25-foot
motorized boats. Existing boat traffic on the river does not seriously interfere with the fishery
as boats are able to maneuver around the nets if necessary (ADFG, 1997).

Approximately 760,000 and 210,000 salmon were commercially harvested in the Kuskokwim
Area in 1998 and 1999, respectively (ADFG, 2000b). In 1998 the total catch consisted of 40,000
chinook, 130,000 sockeye, 310,000 coho, and 270,000 chum. In 1999, there were 30,000 chinook,
80,000 sockeye, 30,000 coho, and 70,000 chum. The most recent subsistence data are preliminary
results for 1999 (ADFG, 2000d). In 1999, subsistence catch in the Kuskokwim Area was 202,413
salmon (76,659 chinook, 47,612 chum, 49,388 sockeye, 27,754 coho).

33






4.0 Consequences and Mitigation

Much of the information on fish, wildlife, and safety presented in this section was collected as
part of the monitoring effort conducted during the demonstration project. Monitoring efforts
were designed to answer some of the questions about the impacts of hovercraft operation that
were of concern to the public and resource agencies. Because the proposed action changes the
status of the program from a demonstration project to permanent service, evaluation of the
results of monitoring are applicable to this SEA. Thus the results of monitoring efforts are
presented here as they relate to the proposed action. Additional details of the monitoring effort,
including methods, analysis techniques, and raw data presentations, are provided in the
Ecological Monitoring Summary Report (USPS, 2000a) and the Technology and Safety Assessment
Report (USPS, 2000b). Other sources of information used to prepare this section included noise
monitoring conducted by the USPS, and a report to the Calista Elders Council, entitled
Hovercraft Impact Assessment: Fish and Wildlife Habitat Use at the Kuskokwim and Johnson Rivers,
prepared by AGRA Earth and Environmental (AGRA, 1998). These investigations allowed the
direct study of the potential for impacts during actual operation of the hovercraft in the rivers,
and thus provide valuable, site-specific, information to evaluate the potential impacts of the
permanent service contract.

CEQ regulations (40 CFR 1508.27) indicate that evaluation of whether an impact is significant or
not involves consideration of “context” and “intensity.” Impacts can be viewed in several
different contexts. For example, loss of fish fry can be viewed in the context of the Pacific
salmon fishery or in the context of the influence on the local village. Intensity refers to the
severity of an impact (USPS, 1997d). The severity of an impact is often related to the context in
which it is viewed. Each issue addressed below is discussed within a context relevant to the
concerns expressed by regulatory agencies and the public.

The no-action alternative involves the transport of bypass mail by air carriers on a year-round
basis to the nine villages, the condition that existed before implementation of the hovercraft
demonstration project. This alternative was considered in the DPEA (USPS, 1997a). Readers
that would like more information on the no-action alternative may refer to the DPEA. There
would be no change in the level of impact associated with this form of mail transport from
when it was last conducted.

4.1 Fish and Wildlife

4.1.1 Fish

The DPEA (USPS, 1997a) concluded that the operation of the hovercraft should not have
significant beneficial or adverse impacts on important fish in the Kuskokwim, Johnson, and
Pikmiktalik rivers. This is due to the proposed manner, routes, times of day, and frequency of
operation of the hovercraft, and to life history aspects of the fish species present in these rivers.
Salmon eggs and emerging fry would not be disturbed because all spawning occurs in
tributaries. The Johnson and Pikmiktalik rivers and their tributaries are tundra streams and are
unsuitable for salmon spawning (USFWS, 1997). Similarly, eggs of many other fish species
should not be affected, since they too are spawned in tributaries.
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The DPEA (USPS, 1997) conclusion is supported by the results of studies conducted by AGRA
(1998) on the potential for the hovercraft to impact fish. Using a variety of observation
techniques, including sonar to survey fish in areas used by the hovercraft and control areas not
used by the hovercraft, AGRA (1998) found that adult fish were rarely documented near the
surface of the water column in the Kuskokwim River and that more fish were observed in the
areas used by the hovercraft than in the control areas. Based on its observations, AGRA (1998)
concluded that there was “no evidence of direct impact on fish or to fish habitat.”

Although the DPEA (USPS, 1997a) concluded that there would be no significant impacts on the
environment from use of the hovercraft, the USPS agreed to conduct ecological monitoring of
fish during the demonstration project. The questions proposed to be answered by monitoring
included:

* Are adult fish being injured or killed by the hovercraft?
e Arejuvenile fish being injured or killed by the hovercraft as it passes over shallow water?

e Do juvenile fish become stranded by the wake of the hovercraft in shallow areas of the
rivers and if so, are they at greater risk than from conventional watercraft?

Potential Adult Fish Mortality

The potential for mortality to adult fishes in the rivers was assessed by watching for floating
(i-e., injured or dead) fishes behind the hovercraft and in its wake. In 1999, monitoring
personnel also recorded injured and dead fish they saw while working on the Johnson and
Kuskokwim rivers, independent of whether the hovercraft had recently passed through the
area.

Over the course of ecological monitoring, 264 miles of river were surveyed behind the
hovercraft (within 30 minutes) for dead or injured fish. No dead or injured fish were observed
during the surveys (USPS, 2000a). In addition, during 1999, occurrences of injured or dead fish
were recorded along 4,297 miles of the hovercraft route. Given that no dead or injured fish
attributable to the hovercraft were observed behind the hovercraft or along its route, there is no
evidence that the hovercraft is harming adult fish. Furthermore, in its independent study
completed for the Calista Elders Council, AGRA (1998) concluded that the impact on adult
salmon from the hovercraft is not significant. This conclusion was based on observations that
the fish were not present near the surface, and greater fish abundance was estimated in the
hovercraft operational areas than in control areas.

The results from the USPS and Calista Elders Council studies indicate that the proposed action
of delivering bypass mail using a hovercraft will not result in significant, adverse impacts to
adult fish.

Potential Juvenile Fish Mortality in Shallow Water Areas

The hovercraft lands at villages and occasionally travels near the shore over shallow water.
There was a concern that the turbulence caused by the rapid water displacement under the craft
could injure or kill small fish in those shallow areas. To assess this potential impact, the
monitoring team established a number of study areas on the Johnson and Kuskokwim rivers
where the hovercraft was intentionally routed onto shallow beaches where abundant small fish
were known to be present and where sampling would be effective (USPS, 2000a). Fish were
collected using a beach seine. A description of the juvenile fish mortality monitoring methods
and results are presented in the Ecological Monitoring Summary Report (USPS, 2000a).
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In total, 86 successful beach seinings were conducted during the 1999 monitoring campaigns, 65
on the Kuskokwim River and 22 on the Johnson River. These efforts resulted in the seining of
8,826 fish. Of these, 4,044 fishes were caught in test events (where the hovercraft had passed
by), and 4,782 fishes were caught in control events (where the hovercraft had not passed by).
Control events were necessary to understand the proportion of fish affected by the net and
seining effort, independent of the hovercraft. The proportion of dead or injured fish was
slightly greater for the control events (1.8%) than for the test events (0.7%) in the Kuskokwim
River (Figure 4.1). In the Johnson River, the proportion of dead or injured fish was slightly
greater in the control events (3.9%) than in the test events (2.9%) (Figure 4.2). Overall, the
percentage of dead and injured fish was similar in the combined test events (2.0%) and
combined control events (2.4%). Clearly, most of the fishes caught in both test and control
events were unharmed. These data indicate that the passage of the hovercraft did not
significantly harm fish and that the act of seining was responsible for most of the injury and
mortality observed.

These results indicate that the proposed action of delivering bypass mail using a hovercraft will
not have a significant, adverse effect on juvenile fish.

Stranded Fish at Landing Sites and on Beaches

In response to local concerns regarding stranding of fish, the USPS evaluated the potential for
stranding during its monitoring program (USPS, 2000a). An investigation into the
characteristics of the hovercraft’s wake was undertaken to aid in evaluating the relative
potential for hovercraft and other watercraft to strand fish. Three additional investigations for
evidence of stranded fish were also conducted. The first stranding investigation involved
checking for stranded fishes at landing sites immediately after the hovercraft came ashore. The
second stranding investigation involved checking low-gradient beaches for stranded fish after
the hovercraft passed by very close to or on the shore. The third involved checking for stranded
fish after the hovercraft made unplanned stops on beaches.

Hovercraft Wake An investigation into the characteristics of the hovercraft’'s wake revealed that
there were no significant differences in wave crest height, surge height, or surge distance from
wakes produced by hovercraft and other craft (motorboats and tugs/barges) when they were
more than 300 feet from shore (USPS, 2000a). AGRA (1998) reached a similar conclusion. In the
AGRA study, observations of the hovercraft's wake were comparable to the wake produced by
a medium-sized motorboat. However, the USPS found that the wakes produced by the
hovercraft were slightly larger than those produced by motorboats when the craft passed close
to shore. These data do not mean that the hovercraft strands more fish than a motorboat, but
rather it simply has a greater potential to strand fish with its wake than do motor boats.
Although slightly larger than those produced by a motor boat, the wakes produced by the
hovercraft had minimal potential to carry fish onto shore because the wake heights averaged
only 15.6 inches and went up the shore only a few feet. There is not enough water and energy
involved to permanently strand (far enough from shore to preclude flipping back into the river)
large numbers of fish. However, to verify these conclusions, additional observations were
made.
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To further investigate the question of stranding from wakes, 13,000 yards of beach were
checked for stranded fish during 1998 wake studies. No stranded fish were found that could be
attributed to the hovercraft. Therefore, it was concluded that, during operations when the
hovercraft is not on or within a few feet of shore, its wake does not strand fish.

Stranding at Landing Sites On the Johnson River, there were 10 landing site observations (6 at
Kasigluk and 4 at Nunapitchuk) from July through August 1999. No stranded fish were found
during any of the events. On the Kuskokwim River, 16 landing sites were checked during July
and August ini 1998 (3 in Akiak, 3 in Akiachak, 3 in Kwethluk, 4 in Napakiak, and 3 in
Napaskiak). No stranded fish, attributable to the hovercraft, were observed during these 1993
checks. In 1999, there were 47 landing sites checked on the Kuskokwim River between June and
August (8 in Napakiak, 11 in Kwethluk, 9 in Napaskiak, 8 in Akiak, and 11 in Akiachak). A
total of 83 stranded fish were observed in these landing site checks. Most of the fish stranded
were whitefish (52) and chum salmon (28). No salmon strandings were observed on the Johnson
River. Although occasional fry might venture into the Johnson River, there are no salmon runs
in the Johnson drainage.

The stranded chum salmon were observed only during the June events on the Kuskokwim
River. In 1999, 11 landing site observations were made in June (when chum salmon fry are
present in the river), with a total of 28 salmon observed stranded. Using these data, the average
number of chum salmon stranded per landing was 2.5 (i.e., 28 salmon /11 landing site
observations).

Chum salmon fry are present in this reach of the Kuskokwim River for approximately 5 weeks
per year. Under the possible transport schedule presented in Section 2, there would be
approximately 56 landings in a four-week period, calculated as:

[ 5 weeks x 2 days per week x 4 villages] + [ 5 weeks x 3 days per week x 2 villages].

Using this information, the total number of chum salmon fry stranded was estimated by
multiplying the total number of landings during the 5 weeks when chum fry migrate (70) by the
average number of salmon fry stranded per landing (2.5). This calculation yields 175 stranded
salmon fry per year at landing sites on the Kuskokwim River. The number of stranded fry
would be a negligible fraction of the chum salmon population, considering the numbers of
chum salmon fry in the river at this time. Furthermore, considering all the sources of mortality
in salmon populations from the time they are fry to when they return to the Kuskokwim River,
the impact on salmon fry at landing sites would not be measurable in the numbers of returning
salmon.

The estimate of 175 chum salmon fry is an insignificant proportion of the total chum salmon
population in the river. Total run estimates for returning adult chum from 1993 to 1995 is
482,000 to 1,000,000 (ADFG, 2000c). The proportion of other salmon species stranded would
also be insignificant, since there is no evidence that it would be higher for the others. Indeed,
there is evidence available that suggests that the proportion for some of the other species would
even be less due to behavioral differences between the species. It would be likely be lower for
king and coho salmon because the young of these species stay in the freshwater for a year or
more before migrating to the ocean (Groot and Margolis, 1992), resulting in considerably larger
body size than the other species that migrate immediately after hatching. When migrating, king
and coho salmon juveniles are known to stay in deeper water, further lessening their risk of
being stranded in shallow water areas (Groot and Margolis, 1992). -
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Juvenile whitefish reside in the Kuskokwim and Johnson Rivers, at least through their first year.
Including data from both rivers, 52 juvenile whitefish were observed stranded in 73 landing site
observations (10 on the Johnson River and 63 on the Kuskokwim River). These figures provide
an average of 0.71 stranded whitefish per landing. The period over which whitefish stranding
is possible is from mid-April through mid-October when the rivers are not frozen. Over these
26 weeks, there would be 520 landings (based on the transport schedule presented in Section 2).
With this number of landings, it is estimated that about 369 juvenile whitefish could be
stranded on an annual basis. The 369 stranded whitefish fry would be a negligible fraction of
the whitefish population, considering the large numbers of whitefish fry in the river.
Furthermore, considering all the sources of mortality in whitefish populations from the time
they are fry to when they mature, the impact on whitefish populations from stranding at
landing sites is insignificant.

Stranding from Operating in Shallow Water and Near Shore The second investigation of fish stranding
was associated with times and locations where the hovercraft came very close to shore during
June through August 1999, as part of the investigation into the effects of the hovercraft on
juvenile fishes in shallow areas of the rivers.

The shoreline was checked for stranded fish after 31 test events on the Kuskokwim River and 3

test events on the Johnson River. The length of shoreline checked varied from 100 to 400 yards.
Most of the stranded fish in both rivers were whitefish, although during one event in June 1998,
four chum salmon fry were also stranded.

As noted, only the June events were useful for evaluating the impact of stranding to chum
salmon fry because that is when the most chum salmon fry are present in the river. There were
five test events on the Kuskokwim River in June. Four chum salmon fry were found stranded
after the five staged events. Based on this number and the length of beach searched, the
number of chum salmon fry stranded per yard was calculated at 0.004 (1 fish per 250 yards
when the hovercraft passes on or within several feet of the shoreline). Twenty-two whitefish
were also observed stranded during the on-shore/near shore test events. Based on three
Johnson River tests and 31 Kuskokwim River tests, the average number of juvenile whitefish
stranded was calculated at 0.0029 (1 fish per 400 yards when the hovercraft passes on or within
several feet of the shoreline).

The percentage of each trip that the hovercraft is near or on the shore along low-gradient
beaches is not possible to estimate accurately because it varies by the amount of boat traffic,
tide, wind speed, and wind direction. Based on the experience of the ecological monitoring
team, the percent of the distance traveled by the hovercraft on low gradient beaches is likely
between 0.5 to 5.0 percent.

The potential for chum salmon fry stranding is greatest during five or fewer weeks in May and
June. Under the proposed transport schedule in Section 2, the hovercraft would travel about
400 miles per week (on the Kuskokwim River only). At 400 miles per week, the total distance
traveled by the hovercraft during the chum salmon outmigration would be about 2,000 miles.
Assuming a range of 0.5 to 5.0 percent of the total distance is traveled on or near low-gradient
beaches and the stranding rate is 0.004 fish per yard (e.g., 1 fish every 250 yards of affected
beach), the annual stranding is estimated to be between 70 to 704 chum salmon fry.

The potential for whitefish fry stranding occurs throughout the open water period of hovercraft
operations. Assuming a 26-week transport period, a travel distance of 622 miles per week (on
the Kuskokwim, Pikmiktalik and Johnson rivers), and affected shoreline values of 0.5 to 5.0
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percent, the number of whitefish fry stranded on low-gradient beaches per year is estimated to
be between 413 and 4,127. It is important to note that the shoreline areas used in the test
experiments were selected as worst case situations for fish stranding. It is also important to
consider that these worst case locations are uncommon relative to the route covered by the
hovercraft. The hovercraft is most often offshore in deeper water and typically comes close to
shore only at point bars or mid-channel mudflats.

Stranding From Unplanned Stops on Beaches The hovercraft made six unplanned stops on beaches
and sandbars during the 1999 monitoring. After each unplanned stop, the beach was checked
for stranded fish. A total of 21 whitefish were found stranded (USPS, 2000a). These data were
not included in the low-gradient beach stranding evaluation because these stops did not
represent the typical hovercraft operation and their frequency of occurrence is unpredictable.
However, because unplanned stops are likely to occasionally occur in the future, the likely
number of fish stranded during such events was estimated. The hovercraft operates about 130
days in the 26 weeks of open water. Using the 6 unplanned stops on beaches observed by the
monitoring team in 20 days of monitoring (0.3 stops per day) as a basis, the number of
unplanned stops would be about 40 (0.3 x 130). Using this value and the number of whitefish
stranded per unplanned stop, (3.5, or 21 fish/6 stops), results in an estimate of about 140
whitefish stranded per year at unplanned stops on beaches.

Summary of Potential for Stranding Juvenile Fish Based on the estimates for landing sites, operation
in shallow water near shore, and unplanned stops on beaches, the total number of chum salmon
fry stranded on an annual basis would range from about 250 to 880. For whitefish, the
estimated annual number of fry stranded would range from about 920 to 4,640. For chum
salmon, the stranding estimate can be put into perspective by converting it to adult salmon
equivalents. Chum salmon survival rates from the migrant fry to adult return are typically
between 1 and 5 percent. Therefore, the stranding of between 250 and 880 salmon fry translates
into an annual loss of 3 to 44 adult fish. To put this into perspective, the annual chum salmon
runs in the Kuskokwim River range from several hundred thousand to over a million (USPS,
1997a; based on data from Burkey et al., 1995). Therefore, the magnitude of this impact is
insignificant. Based on these estimates of mortality, the hovercraft operation does not have a
significant effect on the chum salmon population in the Kuskokwim drainage. While no other
species of salmon were observed stranded besides chum, this was likely a result of the timing of
the monitoring. However, chum salmon stranding likely represents a worst case for the other
species, because chum and coho salmon are the most abundant of the salmon species present in
the Kuskokwim River (ADFG, 2000c). The number of coho fry stranded would be expected to
be similar and the number of chinook, sockeye, and pink fry stranded would be expected to be
far less.

Putting the whitefish fry stranding into perspective requires a different approach than used
above for salmon because survival rates and stocks are not tracked as they are for salmon. To
put the number of whitefish potentially stranded into perspective, one must use rates of fish
fecundity, hatching success, and fry to adult survival obtained from the literature. An adult
whitefish produces an average of about 6,500 eggs (Scott and Crossman, 1973). Assuming each
adult fish spawns only once (which is conservative since whitefish spawn several times), two
adult fish would need to survive out of the 6,500 eggs to replace the male and female that
spawned to maintain a stable population. This is a 0.031% egg-to-adult survival rate. If an egg-
to-fry survival rate of 25% is assumed, the fry-to-adult survival rate would be 0.123%. If each
fish spawned twice, then the survival rates above would need to be cut in half to maintain the
stable population. If a fry to adult survival rate of 0.123% is assumed, the 920 to 4,640 stranded

45



fry would represent about 1 to 6 adult whitefish. This is not significant given the number of
whitefish taken each year for subsistence consumption. For example, 28,000 pounds of
whitefish were harvested in 1986 by residents of the village of Kwethluk alone (ADFG, 1999).

Conclusion on the Potential for Impacts to Fish from the Proposed Action

The analyses presented above indicate that the proposed action of transporting bypass mail by
hovercraft will not result in significant adult fish mortality, juvenile fish mortality in shallow
water areas, or stranding of juvenile fish along beaches. Therefore, the proposed action will not
have a significant adverse effect on the abundance of fishes. The very conservative analyses,
which do not account for the incidental use of alternate transport modes when the hovercraft
does not operate, add confidence to the conclusion that there will be no significant adverse
impact on fish associated with the proposed action.

4.1.2 Mammals

As found in the DPEA (USPS, 1997a), no direct mortality of mammals would result from the
proposed action of transporting bypass mail using a hovercraft. The hovercraft is able to easily
maneuver around any large mammals observed in or on the river. Despite a slightly greater use
of the area upstream of Akiak by caribou during winter (see Section 3), this conclusion can be
extended to the reach of river between Akiak and Tuluksak. The hovercraft crew should readily
be able to see any caribou that might be on the ice or in the water, allowing easy avoidance.
During the demonstration program, the USFWS agreed at a Hovercraft Committee Meeting
(August 26, 1997) to notify the hovercraft operations in the event that caribou were observed
along the route upstream of Kwethluk. No reported instances of interactions with caribou
occurred.

Occasional disturbance of mammals could occur due to its noise and presence. However, such
instances are expected to be few and insignificant due to the low populations along the river
corridor, the secretive nature of the furbearers, the intensive subsistence activity, the transient
nature of the disturbance, and the acclimation of resident mammals to the considerable vehicle
traffic already on the rivers.

In summary, there will be no significant adverse impacts to mammals from the proposed action
of transporting bypass mail using a hovercraft.

4.1.3 Birds

The DPEA concluded that the hovercraft would not significantly affect bird populations,
including waterfowl, for two reasons (USPS, 1997a). First, the disturbance caused by the
hovercraft is transient in nature. Second, the number of birds affected would be a small subset
of the total number of birds in the surrounding area. These two conclusions would be
applicable to the proposed action because of the similarity in operations and habitats involved
in the demonstration project and those involved with the proposed action.

Although the DPEA concluded that there would be no significant adverse impacts on the
environment from use of the hovercraft, in response to public concemns the USPS agreed to
conduct ecological monitoring of bird, particularly waterfowl, resources during the
demonstration project. The results of the monitoring studies were used to define the potential
for impacts from the proposed action. The questions proposed to be answered by momtonng,
and still germane to the proposed action, included:
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* Is there a difference in behavioral responses of waterfowl to hovercraft versus other
watercraft, and if so, what is the difference?

¢ Is the nesting success of waterfowl along the river routes of the hovercraft affected by the
hovercraft’s passage?

Brief descriptions of the studies undertaken to address these issues are provided in this section,
as well as the results of the studies. These studies are fully described in the Final Ecological
Monitoring Summary Report (USPS, 2000a).

In the 1997-1998 monitoring effort, waterfowl resources were evaluated by recording flushing
distances from the hovercraft and motorboats, and by evaluating waterfowl use of habitats
along the riverbanks and outside of the riverbanks. Based on the results of that effort, 1999
monitoring efforts were refocused on larger scale indications of disturbance. The 1999
monitoring was designed to determine whether waterfowl used areas where hovercraft
operated differently than where it did not operate. The effort consisted of evaluating the effect
of the hovercraft on numbers of waterfowl along the rivers and noting its effect on waterfowl
use of areas adjacent to the rivers.

Flushing of Waterfowl

Waterfowl flushes were recorded in response to both the hovercraft and motorboats by direct
observation while riding these crafts on both the Kuskokwim and Johnson rivers. Observations
of flushing and the behavior of birds in response to the hovercraft and other watercraft were
also conducted from stationary locations on the Kuskokwim and Johnson rivers.

The results of the flushing observations conducted during the demonstration project indicated
that waterfowl species nearly always flushed in response to the hovercraft and other watercraft.
Gull species (not a waterfowl species) far outnumbered other species observed on both rivers
and flushed more in response to the hovercraft than to motorboats. A notable observation was
that, based upon a very limited amount of data, bald eagles were relatively tolerant of both
types of craft. It is important to note that gulls, ducks, and shorebirds that flushed from the
hovercraft and motorboats were sometimes observed landing in nearby habitats after only
flying a short distance.

The results of these studies indicate that, under the proposed action, waterfowl would react to
the hovercraft in a manner similar to the disturbance produced by a motorboat. Other birds
flushed by the hovercraft would also react similarly as when flushed by a motorboat and would
often land in nearby habitats after flying only a short distance.

Waterfowl Use of River Habitat

Due to the importance of subsistence gathering along the rivers and in response to village
residents’ concerns, a study of waterfowl use of river habitats was added to the monitoring
program in 1999. This study involved conducting surveys of waterfowl abundance along
sections of the rivers traveled by the hovercraft and along sections where the hovercraft does
not operate. In the spring and summer, the waterfowl observed would be representative of use
by resident breeding waterfowl and waterfowl broods, whereas in August the waterfowl
observed would likely be birds that are preparing to migrate. Therefore, this study gave some
insight into whether or not waterfowl were “leaving the area” as a result of the demonstration
project hovercraft and thus not available to subsistence hunters. The specific areas surveyed .
were selected after coordination with village residents and the USFWS which provided input on
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areas that it thought would represent good waterfowl habitat. Based upon this input, five
transects were identified:

¢ Johnson River (hovercraft area)

Pikmiktalik River (control area)

Kuskokwim River (hovercraft area)

Slough off the Kuskokwim River (control area)
e Lower reaches of Gweek River (control area)

The Gweek River and Kuskokwim Slough transects were used as a control for comparisons of
waterfowl abundance on the transect within the hovercraft route on the Kuskokwim River, and

the Pikmiktalik River transect was used as a control for comparison with waterfowl abundance
on the Johnson River.

Waterfowl abundance was higher on the Johnson River than the Pikmiktalik River (Figure 4.3).
This suggested the presence of the hovercraft does not significantly affect waterfowl presence.

Waterfowl use of the Kuskokwim and Gweek rivers was significantly less than waterfow] use
on the slough, but use of the Kuskokwim River and the Gweek River was not significantly
different (Figure 4.4). Since the Kuskokwim River has more boat traffic than the Gweek River,
fewer waterfowl might have been expected to use the Kuskokwim River. These observations
suggest that multiple factors, such as habitat quality, affect waterfow] use of these areas.

The results of this study indicate that the proposed action of transporting bypass mail using a
hovercraft would not have significant adverse impacts on waterfowl use of the habitat along the
rivers. These findings are corroborated by the results of an earlier study conducted for the
Calista Elders Council on bird abundance along the Kuskokwim or Johnson Rivers (AGRA,
1998). AGRA observed similar numbers of ducks along parts of the rivers used by the
hovercraft (0.14 ducks per mile) and parts of the rivers not used by the hovercraft (0.10 ducks
per mile).

Breeding Waterfowl

Aerial transects across the Kuskokwim, Johnson, and Pikmiktalik rivers were surveyed during
the demonstration project monitoring program for waterfowl use in order to evaluate whether
the hovercraft adversely affected the use of nearby habitats by waterfowl, and thus potentially
the breeding capacity of the birds. Aerial transects in hovercraft operational areas and in
control areas were surveyed using fixed-wing aircraft to document breeding pairs and general
waterfowl use of habitats in areas near the rivers. Waterfowl counts were segregated into three
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habitat zones: on the river, adjacent to the river (<200 yards from river), and off the river (>200
yards from the river). The total lengths of these zones on each transect were measured and
used to standardize the waterfowl counts per unit length of habitat zone. The general presence
of waterfowl, as indicative of breeding waterfowl, was used as an index for nesting activity.
Waterfowl use in the hovercraft operational areas was compared with waterfow] use in the
control areas, to determine if the hovercraft had an effect on waterfowl behavior during the
demonstration project. The hovercraft operational areas and control areas used in the
evaluation were:

e Kuskokwim River Operational Area: across the Kuskokwim River between Akiak and
Napakiak

¢ Kuskokwim River Control Area: across the Kuskokwim River between Akiak and Tuluksak

e Johnson River Operational Area: across Johnson River from mouth to just above Kasigluk

e Johnson River Control Area: across the Pikmiktalik River from approximately 2 miles
upstream of the mouth to approximately 3 miles above Atmautluak

During the demonstration project there was concern that the hovercraft could adversely affect
hunting success in two ways. One was by simply chasing the birds from the area, and the other
was by adversely affecting breeding waterfowl, which in turn would affect the numbers of
waterfowl] available to hunters. These two potential phenomena are interrelated and thus were
assessed together by evaluating the effect or lack of effect the hovercraft has on the distribution
of waterfowl] along its operational routes.

The results of aerial surveys of waterfowl use on the Kuskokwim River during the
demonstration project indicated no statistical difference in the distribution of waterfowl
between the control and operational areas (Figure 4.5). Based upon these results there is no
evidence that the proposed action would have a significant adverse effect on the distribution of
breeding waterfow] or general waterfowl use in the hovercraft operational area on the
Kuskokwim River. It then follows that the proposed action would also not have a significant
adverse effect on the number of waterfowl] available to subsistence hunting during the
demonstration program.

The results of the aerial surveys comparing waterfowl use on the Johnson River with waterfowl
use on the Pikmiktalik River during the demonstration project also indicated no statistical
differences in the distribution of waterfowl between the hovercraft operational area and the
control area (Figure 4.6). Thus it can be concluded that the proposed action would not have a

significant adverse effect on the distribution of breeding waterfowl and general waterfowl use
of the Johnson River.

Furthermore, since there was no evidence of a shift in distribution from waterfowl using the
river to using either adjacent or off-river zones during the demonstration project, it can be
concluded that the proposed action would not result in a shift from the adjacent zone to the off-
river zone, where they might be less accessible to subsistence hunters. Based upon these results,
there is no evidence that the proposed action would have a significant adverse effect on the
distribution of breeding waterfowl or general waterfowl use in the hovercraft operational areas
on the Johnson River. It then follows that the proposed action would also not have a significant
adverse effect on the number of waterfowl available to subsistence hunting.
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Conclusion on the Potential for Impacts from the Proposed Action

Based upon the results of the two years of monitoring during the demonstration project, no
significant adverse impacts to waterfowl or birds in general would result from the proposed
action. The proposed action differs from the demonstration project only in the addition of
service to Tuluksak and the use of various modes of transport at times when conditions
warrant. Based upon the similarity of habitats (see Section 3), waterfowl use in the reach of
river between Akiak and Tuluksak should be similar to that below Akiak where the monitoring
study was conducted. Therefore, the available evidence indicates that there would be no
significant impacts to waterfowl and thus subsistence hunting associated with the proposed
action of delivering bypass mail using a hovercraft.

4.2 Threatened and Endangered Species

Correspondence with the USFWS indicated that there are no known threatened or endangered
species near the nine villages and along the hovercraft routes (USFWS, 2000). Although the
American peregrine falcon was evaluated as an endangered species in the DPEA, it has since
been deemed recovered and was removed from the federal (Federal Register: August 25,1999,
pp- 46541-46558) and state threatened and endangered species lists, remaining listed only as a
state species of special concern. The DPEA documented that there was no nesting habitat along
the river below Akiak. There is also no nesting habitat between Akiak and Tuluksak because
the habitat along that reach of river is similar to that below Akiak and also does not provide the
cliffs or bluffs needed for nesting habitat. Therefore, the proposed action would have no
significant adverse impact on threatened or endangered species.

4.3 Aquatic Resources
4.3.1 Water Quality

The Kuskokwim River exhibits extensive natural bank erosion and high sediment loading from
continuous lateral movement of the river channel (AGRA, 1998). Erosion caused by the wakes
generated by watercraft likely contributes to sediment loading in the river. The results of wake
investigation conducted during the monitoring effort indicated that the characteristics of the
hovercraft wake (crest height, surge height, and surge distance) were, based on statistical tests,
significantly greater than for motorboats when both craft passed less than 100 feet from shore
(USPS, 2000a). Even if the erosion caused by the hovercraft is greater than the erosion caused
by a motorboat, the absolute amount of erosion caused by the hovercraft is extremely small
compared to all the motorboats that use the river and the considerable natural erosion,
particularly during high spring flows. These facts lead to the conclusion that there would be no
significant adverse impacts on water quality associated with the proposed action.

4.3.2 Coastal Zone Management

The villages to receive mail service by hovercraft are within the Cefialiulriit Coastal Zone
Management (CZM) District. The State of Alaska’s CZM program sets standards and develops
procedures to guide coastal development throughout the state. It is a land use planning tool to
ensure that coastal resources are preserved, protected, enhanced, and, where necessary,
restored. The program details standards for different land uses, including transportation
facilities and navigational facilities and systems.
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The USPS has concluded that the proposed action:

1) Will not cause significant adverse impacts to subsistence use to coastal zone resources;
2) Supports a public need;

3) Maintains access to subsistence resources;

4) Is designed to minimize adverse impacts to biological resources, subsistence use areas,
cultural characteristics;

5) Avoids sensitive habitats and areas of importance to commercial fishing;

6) Is designed, sited, constructed, operated, and maintained to avoid significant adverse
impacts to the subsistence uses, air and water quality, fish and wildlife and their habitats,
commercial fishing uses, and historic, prehistoric, and archaeological resources; and

7) Will not adversely impact bank erosion.

These conclusions address the enforceable policies contained within coastal zone management
plan (CMP, 2000) which are important to consider under the proposed action. After careful
analysis and consideration of issues submitted by the public and federal and state agencies, the
USPS has determined that the proposed action is consistent with enforceable coastal zone
policies in Alaska (USPS, 2000e). The USPS is currently engaged in the CZMP process with the
State and if necessary, will amend this SEA upon completion of the process.

4.4 Noise

Previous studies of some hovercraft have found them to be excessively loud (Schomer, 1985;
Dvornak, 1995), comparable in noise level to various military jet aircraft. Because of this, Alaska
Hovercraft Joint Venture proposed the relatively quiet AP.1-88 model, during the
demonstration program. However, very little noise level research had been performed on this
craft. Consequently, a noise characterization study of the AP.1-88 was performed by the Volpe
Center Acoustics Facility at Cook Inlet, Anchorage, Alaska in the fall of 1995 (Roof et al., 1996).
(See Appendix G for noise-related definitions and methodology.) Conclusions of that study
included the following:

e The sound exposure level associated with an AP.1-88 pass-by is comparable to that of a
typical, twin-engine, general aviation aircraft operating at an airspeed of 120 mph and
typical take-off thrust levels. The difference between the hovercraft and aircraft noise levels
ranges between 4 and 7 decibels (dB) (Olmstead et al., 1997), with the AP.1-88 levels being
higher. Such small differences are just perceptible to the human ear (see Figure 4.7).

¢ The maximum sound level associated with an AP.1-88 pass-by at 755 feet (a distance
considered fairly typical for the villages in the vicinity of Bethel) is approximately equal to
that of a 60 mph passenger automobile pass-by at 50 feet (Fleming et al., 1995), or that of a
30 mph snowmobile pass-by at 50 feet (Bowlby, 1995).

The Federal Transit Administration (FTA) (Hanson, 1995) and the Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA) (FAA, 1989) have established criteria that are commonly used to assess
potential noise impacts due to introduction of a transportation-related noise source into a given
environment. The FTA criteria relates impact to change in noise level due to the introductiort of
a noise source, whereas the FAA criteria relate impact to an absolute noise level, neglecting the
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existing level at a location prior to introduction of the noise source. Based on FTA criteria,
given an assumed ambient sound level of 40 dB (see Figure 3.1 - Farm in Valley), noise impact
would occur when the introduction of the craft results in an Lan of 50 dB or higher. Figure 4.8
presents predicted Lan values for the loading sites at each village due to the introduction of the
AP.1-88 hovercraft. Also presented in Figure 4.8 are the FTA and FAA criteria. The predicted
values were computed using an empirical method consistent with that of the FAA’s Integrated
Noise Model (INM) (Fleming et al., 1997).

As seen in Figuire 4.8, the noise associated with the proposed hovercraft operations at the closest
dwelling unit for each village has been calculated to be within the appropriate FTA and FAA
guidelines. Consequently, there will be no significant noise impact in the villages due to the
AP.1-88. The predicted Lan values were computed based upon specific hovercraft routing and
operational information presented by Alaska Hovercraft JV (as discussed in Appendix F). The
assumed ambient sound level is considered conservative based on the local dependence on
noise generating equipment such as electricity generators, snowmobiles, four-wheelers,
airplanes, automobiles, and boats. A limited village ambient sound level monitoring program
during September 1997, which documented ambient sound levels averaging about 46 dB,
confirmed that 40 dB is a conservative estimate for village ambient sound levels. Given higher
actual ambient sound levels, the FTA criteria threshold indicated in Figure 4.8 would be raised,
thereby increasing the number of allowable “No Impact” operations (see Table F-2). Noise
“benefits,” including the potential reduction of bypass mail airplane flights to the villages as a
result of hovercraft operations, were not included in this analysis.

The noise analysis done on the AP.1-88 included residential noise receptors in Bethel and the
nine villages. The study indicated that the largest portion of the noise impact is generated when
the hovercraft is within 150 feet of the landing sites. This is a result of the noise characteristics
of the hovercraft as it maneuvers for approaching and departing the landing sites. Where the
hovercraft passes by without stopping, less noise is generated because the craft is operating at a
nearly constant speed with minimal maneuvering.

Noise levels at fishing camps are anticipated to be considerably less than in the villages, as only
pass-by activities would affect the camps. Thus, no significant adverse noise impacts on fishing
camps or villages would be anticipated as a result of the proposed action.

4.5 Air Quality

The hovercraft operations were evaluated in two ways. First, the total amount of emissions was
determined using published emission rates and times of operation. These emission rates are
reported in mass per time. However, the total amount of emissions does not allow a direct
comparison to the National Ambient Air Quality Standards (see Table 3.1). Since the National
Ambient Air Quality Standards are related to the air we breathe, dispersion modeling was also
done for carbon monoxide to determine if the standards were approached. Only carbon
monoxide was evaluated because it is relatively non-reactive and as such can be modeled with
current available U. S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) practices.

4.5.1 Emission Rates and Total Emissions

The hovercraft uses two Deutz BF 10L413FC marine diesel engines (390 horsepower) for lift and
two Deutz BF 12L413FC diesel marine engines (517 horsepower) for propulsion. Available
emission rates were reported in the DPEA (USPS, 1997a). The DPEA stated that the emission
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rates for all engines were similar and provided both idle and full power emission rates. The
emission rates were provided for carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxides, hydrocarbons and sulfur
oxides. These rates, derived from the subject document, are reported in Table 4.1.
Unfortunately, the emission rate for particulate matter is not known and not reported. This is
not considered to be a significant problem since no observations of a visible plume were noted
during field operations in the 1997 tests. Because of these observations, Rule AAC 50.100 is not
thought to be exceeded and particulate matter was not considered further.

The operation times were determined using the possible transport schedule presented in
Section 2. The schedule includes both running times and waiting or idle times for the various
days-of-the-week. In addition to these schedule times, a warm-up period of 15 minutes was
included each day. Also, to ensure all operations are covered, an additional trip to all villages
was included each week. This assumes that the mail volume will increase to warrant an
additional trip to the villages each week. The operation times for running and idle are also
shown in Table 4.1. For yearly estimates, a 52-week schedule was assumed.

Two scenarios were considered. In the first scenario the two lift engines were assumed to be
running when unloading occurred. In the second scenario, the two lift engines were assumed
to be at idle during unloading operations. In both scenarios, the two propulsion engines were
assumed to be at maximum use during running and at idle during unloading operations.

Based on the emission rates per hour for each pollutant and the operation times, the total
emissions that would be emitted were calculated (Table 4.1). The total emissions release does
not constitute a major source as defined by the USEPA. Accordingly, the proposed action
would not have a significant adverse impact on air quality.

4,5.2 Local Carbon Monoxide Concentrations

Even though the total amount of pollutant released does not constitute a major source, the
impact on local concentrations was also considered. This was done by using established
USEPA methodologies for dispersion modeling. A worst-case approach was taken. In this
approach the worst-case weather conditions were assumed (little atmospheric mixing using
stability class F and a low wind speed of 1 meter/second). To continue this worst-case
approach, the dispersion calculations were done assuming the hovercraft was docked for 20
minutes, the wind was blowing directly toward the local villages, and all four engines were
running at full power. The accepted USEPA Gaussian mathematical approach was used for a
point source to calculate the dispersion. The standard deviations of the plume were derived for
these short distances using the same approach as used in the USEPA promulgated model,
CALINES3.

Figure 4.9 shows the results of these calculations. It can be seen that even using these very
conservative assumptions, it is predicted that the local concentrations would only reach
approximately 30 percent of the standard at 15 meters (about 50 feet) from the hovercraft. The
villages are much farther away. Exceedance of the standard for carbon monoxide would not be
possible at the villages. Because of the distances to the villages and the dispersion that would
occur, no exceedances of the other concentration standards would be expected as well. These
analyses indicate the proposed action will not have a significant adverse effect on air quality.
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4.6 Hazardous Materials

The hovercraft requires the use of lubricants, cleaning agents, and fuel. These materials have
been a necessary part of the operations and maintenance of the hovercraft demonstration
project over the last three years. In addition to the use of these materials, the hovercraft could
occasionally be used to transport emergency home heating oil in the form of 55-gallon drums.

There were no reportable spills associated with the hovercraft demonstration project. To
address the concern that the hovercraft would leave oil on the beach and the surface of the
water at landing sites, oil was searched for after 46 landing events over a 12-day period
spanning July and August of 1999. No oil was observed on the beaches and no sheen was
observed on the waters of the various landing sites.

Because the operation of the hovercraft will require modest amounts of materials that are
common to the operations of many modes of transportation, there will be no significant adverse
impacts associated with the proposed action. The lack of reportable spills and observations
made at landing sites supports this conclusion.

4.7 Socioeconomics
4.7.1 Safety

The results of the demonstration project have shown that transporting bypass mail is safe
(USPS, 2000b). Except for the days when the ice was forming in the fall or breaking up in the
spring, the hovercraft delivered mail six days a week. Communication on safety issues between
Alaska Hovercraft Joint Venture and the village residents helped in maintaining a good safety
record. Experience gained from the demonstration project indicates that the use of the
hovercraft will not have a significant adverse impact on safety.

A secondary and positive safety impact associated with the use of the hovercraft is that there is
another mode of transportation, in addition to aircraft, that is readily available during
emergencies. If runways were too muddy or the weather was poor, the use of aircraft for an
emergency situation might not be feasible. In 1998 and 1999, there were a total of nine instances
where the hovercraft was used to transport people during medical emergencies when use of an
aircraft was not possible (3 from Akiak, 3 from Kwethluk, 1 from Nunapitchuk, 1 from Akiak,
and 1 from Napakiak).

4.7.2 Local Employment and Economics

Experience during the demonstration project has shown that while the proposed action may
result in minor shifts in employment, overall local employment opportunities will not decline.

It will be necessary for the selected hovercraft contractor to employ some number of local
residents in Bethel to accomplish their day-to-day operations. With the loss of revenue
associated with transport of bypass mail to Tuluksak and Atmautluak, some bush air carriers
will be faced with the decision of either curtailing or eliminating service out of Bethel. Since
there are other destinations out of the Bethel hub and other hubs to which the air carriers could
shift operations, it is anticipated that the overall impact on employment would be minimal.

The selected hovercraft contractor would employ, at a minimum, one agent in each village to
help transfer bypass mail from the hovercraft to the village. In addition, the air carrier
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transporting first class and priority mail would also employ, at a minimum, one agent in each
village to transfer the mail from aircraft to the post office. It is not known if the total dollars
paid to all these agents will be less or more than when all the mail was transported by airplane.
Those contracts and the amounts paid are negotiated with the individual agents. However, the
agents are paid according to the weight of the mail they transport and the total amount of mail
should not change. Thus, there is the likelihood that the village agents’ pay may not change
significantly.

Reliable transportation of passengers and freight could result in some economic stimulation.
Mail delivery and travel between villages will be more predictable using transportation that is
not inconvenienced by extremes of weather and conditions of runways. Over the past 3 years,
ridership has increased especially during times when conditions do not allow aircraft to fly
(spring thaw, low visibilty, soft runways, standing water).

4.7.3 Bush Air Carriers

Currently, air carriers transport priority mail to the nine villages in the proposed action. Air
carriers also transport bypass mail to Atmautluak and Tuluksak. Under the proposed action,
the transport of bypass mail to Atmautluak and Tuluksak will be shifted from air carriers to the
hovercraft. As a result, the bush air carriers that transport bypass mail to these two villages will
lose approximately $540,000 in revenue per year, but will retain the revenue associated with
transport of priority mail (Table 4.2). The revenue forgone by the bush air carriers will not be
lost to the economy because hovercraft operations will result in local village operations to
receive and deliver the mail.

At Bethel, bush air carriers that lose the bypass mail volume may respond by pulling out of the
market or reducing their hub work force. These are more likely to be the carriers that fly cargo
only, rather than those that provide full service (i.e., cargo and passengers). The selected
hovercraft contractor may employ some of the individuals that may lose their jobs as a result in
the shift in mail service.

The current level of passenger service will likely be maintained. Experience with the diversion
of mail from air to surface transportation in other areas of Alaska and in Bethel during the
demonstration project has shown that when companies withdraw passenger service, these
services are often picked up by another air carrier. As evidence, the level of passenger service to
the villages via air carrier is currently similar to the level that existed prior to the
implementation of the demonstration project. Any reduction in air carrier passenger service
that is not picked up by another air carrier will be at least partially offset by the passenger
carrying capability of the hovercraft.

Because the air carriers can expand service to the other 18 villages out of the Bethel hub or fly
out of other hubs, the impact of the proposed action on the bush air carrier industry in the
Bethel area will not be significant.
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Table 4.2 Weekly Revenue for Bush Air Carriers between Bethel and the Subject Villages

Subject Village Total Weekly Mail Revenue Weekly Priority Mail Revenue that Variance
will Remain

Akiachak $288 $288 (0)

Akiak $204 $204 (0)
Atmautluak $3,131 $157 ($2,974)
Kasigluk $473 $473 (0)
Kwethluk $257 $257 0)
Napakiak $201 $201 (0)
Napaskiak $106 $106 (0)
Nunapitchuk $280 $280 0)
Tuluksak $7,694 $343 ($7,351)
TOTAL: $12,634 $2,309 ($10,325)

Note: Data from January 2000

4.8 Subsistence Activities and Commercial Fishing

The conclusion of the DPEA (USPS, 1997a) was that the operation of the hovercraft would not
significantly affect subsistence activities or commercial fishing. Although the DPEA concluded
that there would be no impact, the USPS agreed to conduct monitoring studies during the
demonstration project. The monitoring studies that are relevant to commercial fishing are
presented in Section 4.1. They confirm the conclusion of the DPEA. Results of studies
conducted during the monitoring program are used in this section to better understand the
potential for impacts from the proposed action. The subsistence questions answered via
monitoring included:

e Is gillnet subsistence and commercial fishing affected by the passage of the hovercraft?
e Isblackfish subsistence fishing affected by the passage of the hovercraft?

Gillnet Catch

Gillnet fishing on the Kuskokwim and Johnson Rivers is an important means of subsistence
fishing for residents and is the primary means of commercial salmon fishing. To assess if the
hovercraft might be having an effect on subsistence and commercial gillnet fishing, fishing
studies were conducted to discern possible differences in catch rates when the hovercraft travels
by a gillnet (USPS, 2000a). The fishing experiment involved using pairs of net sets: test-sets
(short net sets during which the hovercraft passed by) and control-sets (sets of the same
duration without the hovercraft passing by). The test and control sets of each paired set were
fished in the same location, one immediately after the other. Two types of nets were employed
in the monitoring efforts: set nets, which are anchored in place often with one end attached to
shore, and drift nets, which are allowed to drift with the current.

With the methods employed, higher catches in test sets would have indicated that fish are being
driven into the nets, thus improving fishing success. Higher catches in control sets would have
indicated that the opposite was occurring. In both 1998 and 1999, the difference between test
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and control catch rates was not statistically significant (Figure 4.10). Thus based upon the
results of the large statistical sample size (110 paired tests), the available evidence indicates that
there will be no significant positive or negative effects of the hovercraft on subsistence or
commercial gillnet catches.

Winter Blackfish Fishing

In response to concerns raised by residents of villages on the Johnson River, monitoring was
undertaken during late January 2000 to evaluate the hovercraft’s potential effects on blackfish
subsistence fishing.

There was concern that the noise, currents, and underwater pressure produced by the
hovercraft near fishing areas might scare blackfish away, thereby reducing the overall number
of blackfish available for harvest. Similarly, there was concern that the disturbance might affect
fishing success by causing the blackfish to stay away from rather than congregating in the
fishing holes. The purpose of the monitoring was to determine if hovercraft operations drive
fish away from traps or alter behavior such that they are less likely to enter the traps.

The results of the monitoring indicated that the hovercraft and snowmobile traffic (studied for
comparison purposes) on the Johnson River did not have any significant adverse effect on
blackfish behavior or fishing success (USPS, 2000a). Blackfish were observed using an
underwater camera while the hovercraft passed by at varying distances (50 to 100 feet) from a
fishing hole with a trap in place. During some of the passes, the blackfish exhibited slightly
more swimming activity, but did not scatter or leave the water in the hole. During other passes,
no change in behavior was noted. The abundance of blackfish in a given fishing hole did not
change after the hovercraft had passed by the hole. No changes in fishing success were
observed that were attributable to the hovercraft. Local fishermen interviewed during the
monitoring study reported that the blackfish eventually leave the area near the village and
move downstream as winter progresses. All the information gathered indicates that the
proposed action of transporting bypass mail using a hovercraft would have no significant
adverse impact on winter subsistence fishing for blackfish. Several fishermen reported that
they were catching many more blackfish this year than during the previous two winter seasons
and had pulled their traps because they had plenty of blackfish stored away (Esi Twitchell, pers.
comm.; Levi Brink, pers. comm.; and others).

Subsistence Use of Wildlife

Based upon the results of the analyses presented in Section 4.1, no significant adverse impacts to
wildlife subsistence resources are anticipated, including waterfowl, furbearers and large
mammals. This conclusion, coupled with the fact that the proposed action will not affect the
accessibility to subsistence resources, leads to the overall conclusion that the proposed action
would not have significant adverse impacts on subsistence use of wildlife.

Conclusion on the Potential Impacts to Subsistence Activities and Commercial Fishing

Based upon the available evidence, the proposed action would have no significant adverse
effect on the availability or abundance of fish for subsistence and commercial fishing (see
Section 4.1.1). Furthermore, based upon the evidence, the proposed action would have no
significant adverse effect on the success of subsistence or commercial fishing using gill nets or
winter subsistence fishing for blackfish. Finally, the proposed action would not have a
significant adverse impact on subsistence use of wildlife (see Sections 4.1.2 and 4.1.3).
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5.0 Comparison of Alternatives/Conclusions

The no-action alternative, transport of bypass mail by air carrier, is the condition that existed
prior to implementation of the hovercraft demonstration project. The proposed action is the
transport of bypass mail by hovercraft on a permanent, year-round basis to nine Alaskan
villages. The environmental impacts associated with the no action alternative were evaluated in
the DPEA and are incorporated by reference in this SEA since they have not changed. The
potential impacts associated with the proposed action were evaluated in this SEA and are
compared to those of the no-action altemative in Table 5.1. The conclusion of the evaluation is
that the proposed action would result in no significant adverse impacts on human health or the

environment.
Table 5.1 Comparison of Environmental Consequences of Alternatives
Resource Alternative

No Action Proposed Action

Fish and Wildlife No change. No significant adverse impact.
Threatened and Endangered Species No change. No impact.

Aquatic Resources No change. No significant adverse impact.
Noise No change. No significant adverse impact.
Air Quality No change. No significant adverse impact.
Hazardous Materials No change. No significant adverse impact.
Socioeconomics No change. No significant adverse impact.
Safety No change. No significant adverse impact.
Subsistence/ Commercial Fishing No change. No significant adverse impact.
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Appendix B - Notice of Intent

Notice of Intent

The United States Postal Service intends to prepare a Supplemental Environmental Assessment
to address the potential environmental impacts that might be generated by a mail transport
program involving Hovercraft in the Bethel, Alaska area.

The proposed action is to transport bypass mail by hovercraft between Bethel and nine villages
surrounding the Kuskokwim, Johnson, and Pikmiktalik rivers. First-class, express and priority
mail will continue to be transported daily by aircraft. The proposed action, including the “no
action” alternative of maintaining the use of aircraft for mail transport, will be addressed. The
service area includes Bethel and the nine villages of Akiak, Akiachak, Atmautluak, Kasigluk,
Kwethluk, Napakiak, Napaskiak, Nunapitchuk, and Tuluksak.

The Supplemental Environmental Assessment is being prepared in accordance with the
National Environmental Policy Act and its implementing regulations and procedures set forth
in the Code of Federal Regulations and the USPS Facilities Environmental Handbook.

Anyone wishing to provide written comments regarding this proposed program should submit
them by February 29, 2000 to:

Mr. Jim Nawrot

United States Postal Service Headquarters
475 L’Enfant Plaza, SW Room 7826
Washington, DC 20260-7133

The final document will be released for public review upon completion. Anyone requiring
more information about the Supplemental Environmental Assessment Report should contact
Jim Nawrot at the above address or by telephone at (202) 268-4373.
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Appendix C - List of Agencies/Individuals Contacted and Sample
Scoping Letter

In addition to the federal and state regulatory agencies, organizations, and community representatives of
the Hovercraft Committee, the following persons were contacted:

Ms. Judith Bittner

State Historic Preservation Officer

Office of History and Archaeology
Division of Parks and Outdoor Recreation
3601 C St., Suite 1278

Anchorage, AK 99503-5921

Mr. Gary Wheeler
Ecological Services

US Fish and Wildlife Service
605 West 4th Avenue, G-2
Anchorage, AK 99501

Mr. John Leeds

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers District, Alaska
Regulatory Branch

Corner of Plum and Bluff Avenues
Anchorage, AK 99506-0898

Tuluksak Native Community Council
PO Box 95
Tuluksak, AK 99679
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U.S. Department John A. Voipe 55 Broadway
of Transportation National Transportation Kendall Square
Systems Center Cambridge Massachusetts 02142
Research and
Special Programs
Administration
January 19, 2000

Ms. Judith Bittmer

Office of History and Archaeology

State Historic Preservation Officer
Division of Parks and Outdoor Recreation
3601 C St., Suite 1278

Anchorage, AK 99503-5921

Subject: Mail Transport by Hovercraft to Nine Villages near Bethel, Alaska

Dear Ms. Bittner:

The United States Postal Service (USPS) is proposing a program to transport bypass and non-priority mail
by hovercraft (also known as air-cushioned vehicle) on a year-round basis to nine villages near Bethel,
Alaska. The U.S. Department of Transportation, Volpe National Transportation Systems Center (Volpe),
as part of a broad program of environmental support to the USPS, is engaged in a Supplemental
Environmental Assessment (EA) of the proposed action. The preparation of this Supplemental EA is in
accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act (42 U.S. C. 4321 et seq.), the Council on
Environmental Quality regulations (40 CFR 1500), and USPS regulations (39 CFR 775). Concurrent with
the NEPA process, the USPS intends to meet their obligations under the National Historic Preservation
Act of 1966. In accordance with Section 106 of the Act, I am writing to request information on whether
any district, site, building, structure, or object that is included, or eligible for inclusion in, the National
Register of Historic Places, may be present in the program’s service area illustrated on the attached
transport route map. Hovercraft operations for this project are planned to begin on July 1, 2000. A
decision to proceed with the action will not be made until the environmental review process is completed.

The purpose of the project is to transport bypass and non-priority mail to nine remote villages near Bethel,
Alaska (see attached Transport Route Map). First-class, express and priority mail will continue to be
transported daily by aircraft. The Supplemental Environmental Assessment will consider the use of a
typical or characteristic hovercraft vehicle. Two feasibility studies were completed that considered the
technical aspects of hovercraft technology in the Yukon Delta area of Alaska (Arthur D. Little,
Hovercraft Technology, U.S. Postal Service, September 1994; and Arthur D. Little, Hovercraft and
Pressure Ridges, U.S. Postal Service, October 1994). The studies concluded that current hovercraft
technology was found to be appropriate in the Alaskan environment. Furthermore, an Environmental
Assessment was completed in July 1997 (Final Alaska Hovercraft demonstration Project Environmental
Assessment and Finding of No Significant Impact, U.S. Postal Service, July 1997), and it was concluded
that there would not be a significant adverse impact on the Kuskokwim, Johnson and Pikmiktalik River
environments from use of the Hovercraft to transport mail during a two-year demonstration project.



Ecological monitoring was accomplished during the two-year demonstration project and the results will
be included in the Supplemental EA.

The hovercraft will transport bypass and non-priority mail by using the corridors of the Kuskokwim,
Johnson, and Pikmiktalik Rivers, and will not go onto the tundra. The planned schedule involves
departure from Bethel and travel up the Kuskokwim River on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday to
transport bypass mail to the villages of Kwethluk, Akiachak, Akiak, and Tuluksak. The hovercraft will
depart from Bethel and proceed down the Kuskokwim and up the Johnson and Pikmiktalik Rivers on
Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday to transport bypass mail to the villages of Napaskiak, Napakiak,
Atmautluak, Nunapitchuk, and Kasigluk. At the end of each day, the hovercraft will return to Bethel. The
hovercraft may occasionally make additional trips if mail volume warrants. No docks, ramps or other
structures are planned to be constructed for mail transport operations at the villages. At each village an
agent will meet the hovercraft at the river’s edge to receive the mail for delivery to the village and transfer
outgoing mail to the hovercraft for transport elsewhere. Although not part of this Federal action, the
hovercraft may have the capability of hauling freight and providing passenger service.

Local villagers landing their boats have previously disturbed the delivery sites at each village. Access
back to the villages from the river’s edge is along established trails, water bodies, or roads. Thus, no
additional roads or paths back to the villages will need to be constructed. The landing sites and transport
routes were selected to maintain adequate distance from residences. This mitigation strategy, along with
observing noise-reducing speed limits and other operational procedures as the hovercraft approaches the
delivery sites, will allow the operation to remain below the Federal Aviation Administration
recommended maximum of 65 dB (A) time-weighted day/night noise levels. Any necessary construction
for a hovercraft hangar and ancillary buildings at Bethel will satisfy all Federal and State regulations.

The USPS has proposed several strategies to reduce potential concem as part of the project. The
hovercraft will not operate in those sections of the rivers used during Commercial Openings. In addition,
the hovercraft can augment its operation with other transportation modes (i.e., airplanes, boats, trucks,
etc) to satisfy delivery standards.

Please advice me of any environmental concems that you feel should be addressed in the Supplemental
EA. I kindly request that you send your comments to me by February 29, 2000 so I can consider them in
the Supplemental EA. Should you have any questions, please contact Jose G. Mantilla at (617) 494-2464
or by email at mantilla@volpe.dot.gov, or myself at (617) 494-2918 or by email at
valihura @volpe.dot.gov.

Sincerely,

Paul J. Valihura, Ph.D.
Volpe National Transportation Systems Center

Enclosures: 1. Transport Route Map



John A. Valpe
National Transportation
Svstems Center

Research and
Special Programs
Administration

January 19, 2000

Mr. Gary Wheeler

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Ecological Services — Anchorage
605 West 4” Avenue
Anchorage, AK 99501

Subject: Mail Transport by Hovercraft to Nine Villages near Bethel, Alaska

Dear Mr. Wheeler:

The United States Postal Service (USPS) is proposing a program to transport bypass and non-priority
mail by hovercraft (also known as air-cushioned vehicle) on a year-round basis to nine villages near
Bethel, Alaska. The U.S. Department of Transportation, Volpe National Transportation Systems
Center (Volpe), as part of a broad program of environmental support to the USPS, is engaged in a
Supplemental Environmental Assessment (EA) of the proposed action. The preparation of this
Supplemental EA is in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act (42 U.S. C. 4321 et
seq.), the Council on Environmental Quality regulations (40 CFR 1500), and USPS regulations (39
CFR 775). The purpose of this letter is to notify you of the proposed project and to solicit your
comments on specific environmental concerns that should be addressed in the Supplemental EA.
Concurrent with the NEPA process, the USPS intends to meet their obligations under the Endangered
Species Act (ESA) of 1973. In accordance with section 7 c(1) of the Act, I am writing to request
information on whether any species, or their critical habitats, which are listed or proposed to be listed,
may be present in the program’s service area illustrated on the attached map. Hovercraft operations
for this project are planned to begin on July 1, 2000~ A decision to proceed with the action will not be
made until the environmental review process is completed.

The purpose of the project is to transport bypass and non-priority mail to nine remote villages near
Bethel, Alaska (see attached Transport Route Map). First-class, express and priority mail will
continue to be transported daily by aircraft. The Supplemental Environmental Assessment will
consider the use of a typical or characteristic hovercraft vehicle. Two feasibility studies were
completed that considered the technical aspects of hovercraft technology in the Yukon Delta area of
Alaska (Arthur D. Little, Hovercraft Technology, U.S. Postal Service, September 1994; and Arthur D.
Little, Hovercraft and Pressure Ridges, U.S. Postal Service, October 1994). The studies concluded
that current hovercraft technology was found to be appropriate in the Alaskan environment.
Furthermore, an Environmental Assessment was completed in July 1997 (Final Alaska Hovercraft
demonstration Project Environmental Assessment and Finding of No Significant Impact, U.S. Postal
Service, July 1997), and it was concluded that there would not be a significant adverse impact on the



Kuskokwim, Johnson and Pikmiktalik River environments from use of the Hovercraft to transport
mail during a two-year demonstration project. Ecological monitoring was accomplished during the
two-year demonstration project and the results will be included in the Supplemental EA.

The hovercraft will transport bypass and non-priority mail by using the corridors of the Kuskokwim,
Johnson, and Pikmiktalik Rivers, and will not go onto the tundra. The planned schedule involves
departure from Bethel and travel up the Kuskokwim River on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday to
transport bypass mail to the villages of Kwethluk, Akiachak, Akiak, and Tuluksak. The hovercraft
will depart from Bethel and proceed down the Kuskokwim and up the Johnson and Pikmiktalik
Rivers on Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday to transport bypass mail to the villages of Napaskiak,
Napakiak, Atmautluak, Nunaptichuk, and Kasigluk. At the end of each day, the hovercraft will return
to Bethel. The hovercraft may occasionally make additional trips if mail volume warrants. No docks,
ramps or other structures are planned to be constructed for mail transport operations at the villages. At
each village an agent will meet the hovercraft at the river’s edge to receive the mail for delivery to the
village and transfer outgoing mail to the hovercraft for transport elsewhere. Although not part of this

Federal action, the hovercraft may have the capability of hauling freight and providing passenger
service.

Local villagers landing their boats have previously disturbed the delivery sites at each village. Access
back to the villages from the river’s edge is along established trails, water bodies, or roads. Thus, no
additional roads or paths back to the villages will need to be constructed. The landing sites and
transport routes were selected to maintain adequate distance from residences. This mitigation
strategy, along with observing noise-reducing speed limits and other operational procedures as the
hovercraft approaches the delivery sites, will allow the operation to remain below the Federal
Aviation Administration recommended maximum of 65 dB (A) time-weighted day/night noise levels.

Any necessary construction for a hovercraft hangar and ancillary buildings at Bethel will satisfy all
Federal and State regulations.

The USPS has proposed several strategies to reduce potential concem as part of the project. The
hovercraft will not operate in those sections of the rivers used during Commercial Openings. In
addition, the hovercraft can augment its operation with other transportation modes (i.e., airplanes,
boats, trucks, etc) to satisfy delivery standards.

Please advice me of any environmental concerns that you feel should be addressed in the
Supplemental EA. I kindly request that you send your comments to me by February 29, 2000 so I can
consider them in the Supplemental EA. Should you have any questions, please contact Jose G.
Mantilla at (617) 494-2464 or by email at mantilla@volpe.dot.gov, or myself at (617) 494-2918 or by
email at valihura@volpe.dot.goy. )

Sincerely,

Paul J. Valihura, Ph.D.
Volpe National Transportation Systems Center

Enclosures: 1. Transport Route Map



John A. Volpe
National Transportation
Svstems Center

Research and
Special Programs
Administration

January 19, 2000

Contact person

Agency -

Address

City, State and Zip code

Subject: Mail Transport by Hovercraft to Nine Villages near Bethel, Alaska

Dear Sir or Madam:

The United States Postal Service (USPS) is proposing a program to transport bypass and non-priority
mail by hovercraft (also known as air-cushioned vehicle) on a year-round basis to nine villages near
Bethel, Alaska. The U.S. Department of Transportation, Volpe National Transportation Systems
Center (Volpe), as part of a broad program of environmental support to the USPS, is engaged in a
Supplemental Environmental Assessment (EA) of the proposed action. The preparation of this
Supplemental EA is in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act (42 U.S. C. 4321 er
seq.), the Council on Environmental Quality regulations (40 CFR 1500), and USPS regulations (39
CFR 775). The purpose of this letter is to notify you of the proposed project and to solicit your
comments on specific environmental concerns that should be addressed in the Supplemental EA.
Hovercraft operations for this project are planned to begin on July 1, 2000. A decision to proceed
with the action will not be made until the environmental review process is completed.

The purpose of the project is to transport bypass and non-priority mail to nine remote villages near
Bethel, Alaska (see attached Transport Route Map). First-class, express and priority mail will
continue to be transported daily by aircraft. The: Supplemental Environmental Assessment will
consider the use of a typical or characteristic hovercraft vehicle. Two feasibility studies were
completed that considered the technical aspects of hovercraft technology in the Yukon Delta area of
Alaska (Arthur D. Little, Hovercraft Technology, U.S. Postal Service, September 1994; and Arthur D.
Little, Hovercraft and Pressure Ridges, U.S. Postal Service, October 1994). The studies concluded
that current hovercraft technology was found to be appropriate in the Alaskan environment.
Furthermore, an Environmental Assessment was completed in July 1997 (Final Alaska Hovercraft
demonstration Project Environmental Assessment and Finding of No Significant Impact, U.S. Postal
Service, July 1997), and it was concluded that there would not be a significant adverse impact on the
Kuskokwim, Johnson and Pikmiktalik River environments from use of the Hovercraft to transport
mail during a two-year demonstration project. Ecological monitoring was accomplished during the
two-year demonstration project and the results will be included in the Supplemental EA.



The hovercraft will transport bypass and non-priority mail by using the corridors of the Kuskokwim,
Johnson, and Pikmiktalik Rivers, and will not go onto the tundra. The planned schedule involves
departure from Bethel and travel up the Kuskokwim River on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday to
transport bypass mail to the villages of Kwethluk, Akiachak, Akiak, and Tuluksak. The hovercraft
will depart from Bethel and proceed down the Kuskokwim and up the Johnson and Pikmiktalik
Rivers on Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday to transport bypass mail to the villages of Napaskiak,
Napakiak, Atmautluak, Nunaptichuk, and Kasigluk. At the end of each day, the hovercraft will return
to Bethel. The hovercraft may occasionally make additional trips if mail volume warrants. No docks,
ramps or other structures are planned to be constructed for mail transport operations at the villages. At
each village an agent will meet the hovercraft at the river’s edge to receive the mail for delivery to the
village and transfer outgoing mail to the hovercraft for transport elsewhere. Although not part of this
Federal action, the hovercraft may have the capability of hauling freight and providing passenger
service.

‘Local villagers landing their boats have previously disturbed the delivery sites-at each village. Access

back to the villages from the river’s edge is along established-trails, water bodies, or roads. Thus, no
additional roads or paths back to the villages will need to be constructed.. The landing sites and
transport routes were selected to maintain adequate distance from residences. This mitigation
strategy, along with observing noise-reducing speed limits and other operational procedures as the
hovercraft approaches the delivery sites, will allow the operation to remain below the Federal
Aviation Administration recommended maximum of 65 dB (A) time-weighted day/night noise levels.
Any necessary construction for a hovercraft hangar and ancillary buildings at Bethel will satisfy all
Federal and State regulations.

The USPS has proposed several strategies to reduce potential concern as part of the project. The
hovercraft will not operate in those sections of the rivers used during Commercial Openings. In
addition, the hovercraft can augment its operation with other transportation modes (i.e., airplanes,
boats, trucks, etc) to satisfy delivery standards.

Please advice me of any environmental concemns that you feel should be addressed in the
Supplemental EA. I kindly request that you send your comments to me by February 29, 2000 so I can
consider them-in the Supplemental EA. Should you have any questions, please contact Jose G.
Mantilla at (617) 494-2464 or by email at mantilla@volpe.dot.gov, or myself at (617) 494-2918 or by
email at valihura @volpe.dot.gov.

Sincerely,

Paul J. Valihura, Ph.D.
Volpe National Transportation Systems Center

Enclosures: 1. Transport Route Map
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COMMUNITY SURVEY ON HOVERCRAFT
BY: NELSON NICHOLAI

QUEé?ION.I.: HOW DID IT EFFECT THE WILDLIFE WHEN IT USED TO LAND HERE
IN KIMAUTLUAK?

QUQSTION 2. : WHAT AROUT THE WILDLIFE; HOW IS IT DOING AFTER IT H7TQ¥PED
LANDING HERE IN ATMAUTLUAK?

ON QUESTION 1.:

MOST OF THE COMMUNITY IN THIS VILLAGE OF ATMAUTLUAK DIDN’T L[IEKE
THE HOVERCRAFT LANDING HERE IN ATMAUTLUAK.

THIE ANSWER FOR THRE WILDLIFE MOSTLY DECLINED LIKE THE WATERFCWI,
F14t, AND OTHER SPECIES SUCH AS: MINKS, RABBITS, FOXES, AND OTHEER
AMIYALS.,

THE FISHES USED TO BE PLENTY AND USED TO BE BIG BUT NOW, THEY GOT
SMAUI.LER.

THE DUCKS, GEESE, AND OTHER WATERFOWLS ALSO DECLINED, AND $EEMED
T MOVE TURTHER AWAY FROM THE AREA THAT THE NOISE YOU CAN HEAR FCK ¢
MILE:3 AWAY, BEFORE IT LANDS HERE TO ATMAUTLUAK.

THE COMMUNITY WERE EXCITED THAT IT DOESN’'T LAND HERE TO ATMAUTLUAK
ANVMORE, WHILE ASKING THE QUESTION3 OF THE COMMUNITIES; THE PEOPLE (F
ATMLUTLUAK SUGGESTED THAT THEY SAW SOME DEAD FISHES’ FLOATING NEAF THE
RIVER BANKS DURZNG SUMMERTIME. SMALL FISHES’ WERE MOSTLY FLOATING BLT,
NOT' MANY OF THE BIGGER ONES.

PROPLE’ 3 NETS USED TQ CATCH PLENTY BEFORE IT STARTED LANDINC HERE
PO POUMAUTLUAK. AFTER THAT, PEOPLE’S NETS STARTED TO CATCH LESS, MCSILY
ON THE SMALLER FISHES. '

PROSPLE COMPLAINED ABOUT THE NOISY LIKE, IT’S A POLLUTION THAT IV
18 FRFECTED BY THE AREA, SCARING THE WATERFOWLS AWAY.

ON QUESTZION 2.:

~iEN THE HOVERCRAFT STOPPED LANDING HERE TO ATMAUTLUAK, THE
COMVUNITY? WERE EXCITED TO SEE MORE WILDLIFE ANIMALS. THE WATERFOWLS HAD
GoMb BACK: DUGKS, GEESE, AND OTHER SPECIES, EVEN DURING THE FALL TIFE,
THE PEOPLE SEE MORE BIRDS FLYING ABOVE ATMAUTLUAK AND IN SOME ARERS.

THE FISH GOT BIGGER, AFTER THE HOVERCRAFT STOPPED COMING HEFE TO
ATMAUTLUAE. THE PEOPLE’S NETS CATCH MORE BIGGER FISH EVEN, DURING WINTER
FAL1 FREEGE UP, THE BLACK FISH TRAP CATCHES MORE PIKES DURING THE
SUMMIR. WHEN PEOPLE GO UP AND DOWN ‘JOHNSON RIVER, THEY HARDLY SEE DEAD
¥4t FLOMNTING NEAR BY, EVEN SMALL FISH. PEOPLE STARTED SEEING BIG F13H,
CRETROU' 5 MOOSE AND OTHER WILDLIFE ANIMALS AROUND THE AREAS.,

THI. OTHER QUESTIONS I ASKED WERE; WHAT DO THEY THINK ABOUT THE
HOVER CRAFT WHEN IT USED TO LAND HERE IN ATMAUTLUAK? I ANSWERED, “WHEN
PHE IOVERGRAFT USED TO COME HERE TO ATMAUTLUAK, PEOPLE DIDN’T LIRE 1T
AND “T WAS DECREASED. THE WILDLIFE DECLINED WHEN IT USED TO LANL' FERE IN
ATMMUTLUAK. #

NELSON NICHOLAL'S
REFORT






Appendix E - Comments on the Draft SEA and
USPS Responses

E-1: Comments Received During Comment Period

E-2: Comments Received After Comment Period






Appendix E-1 - Comments Received During Comment Period






APT=£9=LUUU Vy¥:@15am FIOMTATAINIAR I1RIDAL WwuleiL

NAPASKIAK TRIBAL COUNCIL
P.O. Box 6009

Napaskiak, Alaska 99559

(907) 737-7364 - Fax (907) 737-7039

April 25, 2000

To Whom It May Concern:
Subject: Proposed USPS Permanens Hovercraft Mail Sgvice

1 am writing on behalf of the Natve Village of Napaskiak (Napaskiak Trihal Council) the governing body for
Napaskiak. We receive bypass fiail sstvices. from the USPS tlifough Lyrden wansport via Hovercraft, This
project started in our village and others on the Kuskokwim River; despite concered opposition from our
various tribal members and vilage eldess. © - 7 : -

This letter is in regards to the comments from the obsérvarions by the Native Village of Napaskiak. Although
there are some finding of no significant impacts on e operation of the hovercraft there is an impact, and the
impact needs to be noted. - We fe€l there are some discrepancies noted by us in the proposal to provide
permanen: delivery via: hovercxaft. ‘ . :

The discrepancies are-xit'fg:ted'as follows:

1.1 Inuodiction- “The purpose of the projact wes to determine if hovercraft teghnology is 8
reliable method Of transporting mail in This region.of Alaska... Near Ihe comgletion of the
first two vears of the demonstration ptdject, it was evident that more lime was needed to
evajuste havercraft mail wransport....” '

In our opinion-the hovercraft mail service is just as reliable or worse than the fixed wing aircraft setvice as

was done before. There are times of Tigh wind, rough waters, breakimg up ice and freezing wp ice where it
can not ravel on the ¥iyerin a year, combined that iS eqtal 10 or-mote “down time”.than fixed wing aircraft

in & couple of years. Why ‘diithey need the extension 1o evaluate the project?- To-cir down the ratio of the |
rime the hovercraft was in operation 1o maintenance and out of commission?

1.2 Purpose and Need: “The project is needed To assist the USPS in meeting its mission in
the Bethel area, which is 1o provide prompt, reliable and efficient postal service within
mail service standards. This commitment extends to praviding service at the highest level
of quality and at the lowsst possible cost. Specifically, a proven method of transport
bypass mail to rural areas surrounding Bethel is needed that wlil economicaily satisfy
bypass mail service standards (USPS, 2000c)”

Prompt? The mail service has slacked a great deal since the hovercraft has started irs operadon. The general

merchandise store in Napaskiak orders via bypass mail 10 save on cost of goods and the frozen goods arrive ]

thawed out and canned goods arrive frozen. Reliable? The hovercraft has a three umes a week schedule
compared 1o 2 or 3 tmcs a day 6 days a week with fixed wing airplane w Nepaskiak. Not 1w be 100 critical,
out of three years now it only has met the schedule 2 -3 consecutive monrhs totl out of 36 months. The
goods that we order by regular parcel post now take a month or even longer compared o up w 2 - 3 weeks.
Mail thar is ordered thar is shipped parcel post have litile or no storage, and it has o be wansported from e



main airlines, by truck to the hovereraft, hovercraft to the villages, the pallets get broken down in the villages
because the village staff people do not have sufficient enough mansportation 1o pack the cargo by pallets (a
move that was done before the cargo transported 1 the villages by airplane), both ways there is damage 10
our mail, more so with the hovercrafy. Efficient? A mechanic works through out the night affer just about
every wip just 1o perform maintenance an the hovercraft so it can be operational, think of the overtime hours
spent on the maintenance and spare pars used. Three diesel engines consume 60 gallons an hour and these
“rips that the hovercraft tkes on a dsily basis up and down the river well exceed 6 hours, which 1s 2t 2 4
minimum of 360 gallons of fuel per day. The cost of heating fuel number 1 (the only fuel that would be used
in exwemely cold wearher, #2 will gel at a cermin rature) costs well over $70.0C for = 55-gellon
conmiainer. Wha is paying for the maintenance of the hovercraft 1o deliver mail for us? We are, the price of 2
postage stamp rose from .32 cemis 10 .33 cenus since the hovercrafi started.

Prompt? Reliable? Efficient? If anything, to our opinion, the hovercraft operation has proven to be just the
opposite of those three words within mail service standards. It is lowest level of quality at the highest
possible cost in our opinion.

We live in a harsh environment with a network of lakes, wetlands and rivers. Before the airplane, one Or two
people delivered mail with dogsleds and boats (alternative methods ar work: phased out by the fixed wing
airplane). Historically, mail was delivered by airplane for so many years (since the first airplane citing over

70 years ago), becanse of our unique environmental sering. Therefore, our area breeds a differcnt Kind of

pilor, the Bush Pilor. The cost of a six-passcnger airplane now costs $90.00 w© $120.00 compared 1o $60 - 5"
$65 for a five-minute ope-way ticker 1o Bethel. This is afier the hovercraft steering comminee said they

would not adversely affect the airplane transportanon in our area. The cost is ourrageous but we have learned
10 survive.

1.4 Public lnvoivement - “... The USPS believes that public involvement is fundamental to

understanding the culture and tradition of the local people as well as understanding the
environmental process and proposed actions. As a consequence, the USPS has made
extraordinary effort over the last three years 10 engage native Alaskans, the local
residents, the general public, and resource agencies...”

The USPS and the hovercraft steering committee came 1o inroduce the idea of the hovercrafi as mail service
well after they were thinking about starting such 2 service and after the idea has starred rolling with some é
legislamures backing the idea. Public involvement? At that meeting, our elders and people anending the
meeting voiced their concerns, but they were politely brushed off (a slap in the face for speaking our mind)

The USPS understands the culure and wadition, but they do not have the general ides. The river and the
surrounding environmenr is the backbone of our society and we live off the land, the food from the grocery
stores serve as a subsidy to our life style. The hovercraf being used weighs several tons and it needs several 7
tons or more of thrust wo lift it on a cushion of air w be able © travel. I am scared 1o think about the noisc

and vibrartion extending inwo the river when it 18 waveling. Doesn’t noise mravel farther in warer than air?

1.4.2. Hovercraft Committee — “An additional avenue of public involvemnent over the past three
years was the use of a voluntary Hovercraft Committee, formed prior to the beginning of
the demonstratlon project... the Committee has served as an informal conduit of
information from the federal, state, and local representatives on the operational and

environmental performance of the hovercraft... Public atTtendance and comment was
encouraged at these meetings.”



Although it is stated here, the hovercraft commitee has no voice in the HC meetngs. The Comumiree, for

the most part, is there for informational purposes. The HC Commiree Chair has the final say in all the é
decision-making (See arached complaint lener). Democracy is pot exercited. Public amendance and

comment was encouraged at these meetings, but the ideas presented 1o the HC Committee were heard bur

nothing was doxie owards or abour the iSSues. I is for this reason; Napaskiak does not anead the HC
Cormmittee meenngs.

2.1 Proposed Action = “... permanent, year-round basis from the City of Bethel to nine
Alaskan villagés... Atmautiuk, Kasigluk, Napakiak, Napaskiak, Nunapitchuk, Kwethluk,
Akiachak, Akiak and Tuluksak... The REP for hovercraft mail service issued by the USPS
does not stipulate the type of hovercraft 1o be used, the location in Bethei at which it will

be housed, specific landing sites at the nine villages, transport schedules or transport
routes...”

A permanent year round basis for mail service? A tue permanent year round basis for mail service 18 a fixed ?
wing aircrafi, They do not stop wansport during the dangerous freeze up of the river or dangerous break-up

of ice on the river. Throughout this proposal it is proposed and states the above quoted itetns are things

concrere. This is contradictory o the above proposed action.

2.2 Other Action Alternatives — “... planes are sensitive to weather conditions and cannot be
used during spring thaw when airfields are 100 muddy for landings...”

It is w our understanding, that airports through out the s (cspecially YK Delua area) are being upgraded.
Y-K Delta residents recall and frequently state of their observarons of the hovercraft being swanded on the 3
riverbanks on the Kuskokwim during severe summer winds. Ag we all kuow, we live in a harsh

environment, which can turn rancid with a flip of a coin. And the Rush pilots, as staed before, are well
capable of handling this rype of weather.

With this lerer we submit our comments 1 the proposed operation of the hovercraft on a permanent year
round basis. If you have any questions please don’t hesimre 1o contact Phillip Nicholai Ir., Tribal
Administaror at the above phone number and address.

Respectfully Submined,
Nadve Village of Napaskizk

G! on, Chicef
Cc: AVCP, Inc. Environmenrl

Hovercraft Commiftee
file



NUNAPITCHUK, LIMITED

PO Box 129

Nunapitchuk, Alaska 99641-0129
(907)527-5717 phone
(907)527-5229 fax

April 25, 2000

Paul J. Valihura

Senior Environmental Scientist

Volpe National Transportation Systems Center
Kendall Square

Cambridge, MA 02142

Subject: USPS Hovercraft comments

1 am writing on behalf of the Board of Directors, Management & Staff of
Nunapitchuk, Limited General Store, one of the main grocery & general
merchandise retailers of our community. Before the Hovercraft project started
on the Kuskokwim a few years ago, we mainly received our merchandise through
the USPS bypass system which delivered to us with airplanes. We order large
quantities of merchandise one week at a time, and back then, when the bypass
plane delivered to our village, it took many, many trips thousands of pounds at a
time. Sometimes, It took all day and into the after-hours of the business day.
But, at least the frozens came into the store still frozen, and the produce fresh
and not moldy. We have since given up on keeping fresh produce on hand since
the hovercraft came to be in our town, I'll say one good thing about the

hovercraft: at least we get our merchandise in one trip, all at once, when it gets
here. '

1 am opposed to the hovercraft project becoming a permanent fixture in our
region because now the cost of plane transportation has skyrocketed, sometimes
out of the reach of our fellow citizens, most who are on public assistance and
strapped for cash. But, sometimes there is no choice but to take a plane into
Bethel, because of bad river conditions, despite the outrageous airfare. '
Airplanes are the main mode of transportation arocund here, and the airlines have
been forced to up their fares since the implementation of the hovercraft
program. Mall gets here only a few times a week, compared to daily everywhere
else in the United States. Break-up time is coming soon too...do you know how
we are going to get our by-pass in by then?

Sincerely,
Ylains ( Hondhad
p }Lbf)r.

1



Nunapitchuk, AK 99641
(907) 527-5327 fax 5011

April 25, 2000

Paul J. Valihura

Senior Environmental Scientist

Volpe National Transportation Systems Centet
Kendall Square

Cambrdge, MA 02142

Fax (612) 494-2789

The Comnmunity of Nunapitchuk on pumerous joint venture meetings has opposed the
hovetcraft operation feating that our livelihood tight be impacted permanently. Our
community is dependent upon living off the land and river. We subsistence for the Tundta
whitefish, pike, black fish, waterfowl, land mammals, etc. Itis evident that these species are
still around but in lesser numbers. The toain white fish species that we want to eat is
primarily affected whereby it is caught vety rarely by all gill-netters in our nearby lakes. Qur
community with the same as neighboting villages of Kasigluk and Atmautluak want and hunt
this whitefish that is almost becoming extinct. Efforts by local fishermen show that they
now have to scavenge to other Kuskokwitn tributarics below the mouth of Johnson River to
try and catch these delicacies for the upcoming winter. In the two-year period of hovercraft

demonstration there have been significant impacts to the decrease of white fish to our
comnumnity.

Also the hoverctaft operation significantly slowed down the mail system and increased
aitfares thereby disrupting our quality of life, Examples of these are that produce atrives
rotten and mildewed. Otders from urban Communities especially Anchorage, Alaska take
longer to attive to our village. And some mail never reach theit destinations and the pew
tegulations under the workforce development programs have affected reporting
requiretnents at the end of each month to public assistance recipients (of which our
communities ate members) with ptovisions for five (5) day penalties in which if not received
within that titne limit that they will be eliminated ftom the progtam. The hovercraft
operation will not be an acceptable form of mail setvice due to time constraints with a
miassive amount of niles to cover in enormous southwest region in the big State of Alaska.
Mote than 50% of our citizens maust get public assistance because of inadequate
infrastructure. So the level of the quality of life is adversely aifected in the high xise of
aitfates to my community public assistance participants, and further to all citizens of the nine
villages being served by the hoverctaft operation in the Kuskowim River drainage.

Thete ate no employment oppottunities except maybe one and om occasion couple of
labotets in our village but a degree of transportation opportunities of heavy appliances and
of goods has been appreciated. In terms of passengex setvice it rates maybe 50-50 because
on the one hand it is too slow and on the other inexpensive compared to the hovercrafts
adversely effected local airlines airfates. In summary, our airport unloading access area on
the nverbank near our Airport is becoming messy and the soil is being damaged.



Tremendous pressure from heavy metchandise develop obnoxious winds thereby creating
sand and gravel to be up heaved to nearby boats and sometimes ﬂlppmg small bosts patked
too close to the unload area. Vibrations ate imnmense and spawning of our local aquatic and
matine mammal animal life is at risk, which will adversely affect our subsistence way of life.
Marine mammals such as seals sometimes migrate up the Johnson River duting August of
each year which are at rsk of being scared back out to sea and land anitnals such as Canbou,
reindecr, otter, beaver, rabbit, wolverne, waterfowl, and Moose ate also at dsk. We koow
that noise produced by the hovetcraft is loud and anitnals shy away from loud noises of any
nature. We cannot solely depend on the white mans contraptions and overall domestic
imports because our ancestors have warned us not to depend on them but to live off the

land as much as possible although utilizing modetmn technologies. Hovetcraft operation is in
opposition to our neo-subsistence lifestyle.

Adversely impacting the white fish, waterfowl, including 21l marine and land mammals is in
direct violation of our Yupik culture and is in opposition to Coastal Zone Management
policy objectives. They ate adopted by the Cenaliultiit Coastal Resoutce Setvice Area which
stipulates under their goals that development be conducted in a manner cornpatible with
sensitive fish and wildlife populations and habitats of which a key objective is to protect
mver, stream, and lake habitats from distutbances or altetations that would diminish. their
ability to provide productive habitats for fish and wildlife resources. Hovercraft operation 1s
100% disturbance to fish and wildlife. It is also dettitnental to higher cost of airfares
because small bush pilots are deprived of a federal subsidy fot mail setrvice. Delayed arrival
of products results in rotten/mildew produce and slow passenget delivery espedally when
we have competitive hospital appointments. I mean that health care is hard to miss
especially when. there is very limited capital (public assistance and food stamp tecipients) and
when the hospital appointments are delayed anothet two to thtee months then you are in

trouble. This will eventually bappen in Bethel when your dental appointment could be
delayed anywhete from 2-3 months.

Sincerely Yours,

Gopbont Hlick.

Raejw Robert Nick/Mayor
CC: AVCP,INC.

Div. of Gov.Coord.Maureen McCree

Cenatliulriit Gail Alsttom
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Nunapitchuk IRA Council

P.O. Box 130
Nunapitchuk, AK 99641
(907) 527-5705 fix 5721
April 28, 2000
Paul 1. Valibura
Senior Environmental Scientist
Volpe National Transportation Systems Center
Kendall Square
Cambridge, MA 02142
Fax (612) 494-2789

The following summary of cormments, concerns, and statements were made by many
mombers of our local govermments, City Council, Tribal Council, elders and interested
parties regarding the means of using the hovercraft for the delivery of by-pass mail to the
Native Village of Nunapitchuk. Prior to the start of this project, members of U.S.P.S.
came and met with our local councils and right from the start, we opposed the use of
hovercraft for delivery of by-pass mail

What is by-pass mail?
1) By-pass mail is frozen foods such as:
a) Meats
b) Poultry
c) Ice ¢ream and other frozen snacks
2) Dry goods ordered in season such as:
a) Clothing
b) Hardware
¢) Grocerics
d) Fresh produce
3) Al other products ordered in large volumes and parcel post products.

Why is the Postal Service using the hovercraft?
1) To detexmine if hovercraft technology is a reliable metbod of transporting
mail in this region.
2) To provide prompt, reliable, and efficient postal service within mail service
standards.
3) To save the U.S.P.S. expenses thzt we were told needs to reduce postal service
expenses.

Mecting after meeting, during the last two years, the topic of the hovercraft comes up and
discusgions ensue. The following are some of the issues brought forth.
1) We were made to understand that this method of by-pass delivery of mail ,
with the hovercraft would be a two year project to see if this method would be Li
more economical rather than using aircraft as had been done for the past
ceatury. During a meeting last spring a question was asked if the hovercraft is



saving the U.S. Postal Service expenscs. The answer was that the project is
costing raore than it had planmed. So why is the Postal Service wanting to
continue this method ar twice the cost of delivery.

The cunxent schedule for Nunapitchuk®s hovercraft service is Tuesday, Thursday and
Saturday, and the new schedule is to provide service two times a week. This reduction in
service would greatly reduce promptoess of delivery, the efficiency of service, and the l 0
reliable timely delivery of by-pass mail. The following aircraft companies provide dajly
and twice daily service to this villege:

1) Hegeland Aviation — Twice daily

2) Yute Air — When there is traffic

3) Grant Aviation —Daily

4) AT.S.—~ When there is traffic

5) Arctic Circle Air — When there is traffic

6) Carpai Air — Has not been servicing Nunapitchmk

7) Yukon Aviation — When there are charters

8) Craig Air — When there are charters

Also, it has been seen since the hovercraft has been in operation, the airlines such as Yute

Air, Pern Ait, Ace Cargo and Frontier Air stopped or slowed service to the village of
Nunapitchuk, Therefore, flights to and from Nunapitchuk are less and causing some {
people to spend the night in Bethel or having o wait another day here because there

aren’t enough flights to get on.

Local stores order their merchandise via by-pass mail to bring prices down. Frozen

products have arrived thawed out and food products such as canned goods have arsived

frozen. The Johnson river route has two villages on thee same trip, 20 by-pass mail is ;2
somstumes delivered in otber delivery days in which case it is kept two more days in the

Bethe| warchouse.

Nunsapitchuk is Jocated on the banks of the Johnson River in one of Alaska’s many
wetland areas and is within the boundaries of Clarence Rhodes National Wildlife Refuge.
The people in this village subsist on the fish of the lakes and rivers. These fish are fresh
water fish namely:

1) White fish (S specics)

2) Pike

3) Cisco’

4) Lush fish

5) Bleck fish

6) Shee fish

These fish spawn in the headwaters of the many rivers, lakos and wetlands of what we
call tundra. : )



We arc also located in the nesting habitat of waterfowl, i.e. geese, swans, cranes, and 2ll

the small duck species. Prior to the use of the hovercraft, we used to see the mother

ducks with duckling’s swimming along the Johmson River and immmediate riverside coves

and also lakes. In the two years the bovercraft has been in operation, these

ducks/duckling’s in tow are absolutely no longer seen in the Johnson River below the 7
village in the hovercraft’s route. These ducks nest in the marshy wetland banks of the
Johnson River. Many times, the bovercraft has been seen traveling over the very nesting
habjtat, because the rivar meanders quite a bit. If the river were a straight line, the
hovercraft would not need to go over these nesting arcas.

Nunapitchuk, in its detesmination to stop the use of the hovercraft, joived the Association
of Village Council Presidents and othert villages in their lawsuit to seek an end to this

costly U.S.P.S. project. 'We are im total agreement with Napaskiak resident’s assessment
that thie project is the lowest level of quality at highest possible cost.

Our airport has scheduled to be upgraded and lights put in which will allow the most 3
reliable mode of travel and transport of goods to this village.

Fnally, we agree with our elders that it would be okay to usc the hovercraft in the winter,

but not in the summer when waterfow] are breeding and people are subsistence fishing
for their winter food supply.-

Thank-you for this opportunity to express our comments on the proposed year round
operation of the hovercraft on a petmanent basis.

G M 4.
oy P Stevens Sr.
President '

Nunapitohuk IRA council

Ce: AV.CP. Inc.
Attn: Glenn Tarr

Cenallulriit
Attn: Gail Armstrong,

Maureen McCree, Setiior Project Review Coordinator
Division of Governmental Coordination






USPS Responses to Comments on the Draft Supplemental
Environmental Assessment for Hovercraft Transport of
Alaska Bypass Mail

1. Why was the hovercraft demonstration project extended for a year?

Commentor: |
Mr. Chris G. Larson, Chief, Native Village of Napaskiak, April 25, 2000 comment letter

Response:

The first two years of the hovercraft demonstration project clearly demonstrated that hovercraft
technology is a reliable method of transporting mail in this region of Alaska. The project was
extended for one year to enable the completion of the biological monitoring program. All of the
environmental and safety studies planned to be conducted took longer than two years to
complete. In addition, if the USPS does decide to proceed with permanent service, the extra
time is useful to prepare for the USPS procurement process and avoid a break in service. The
extension allowed sufficient time to complete a two-year monitoring cycle, evaluate the
findings, complete winter blackfish observations, make a determination on continuance,
prepare a solicitation, evaluate offers, award a contract, and begin service.

2. The quality of service has decreased. Delivery of mail is slower and the mail is often
damaged.

Commentor:

Mr. Chris G. Larson, Chief, Native Village of Napaskiak, April 25, 2000 letter

Ms. Elaine G. Andrew, Nunapitchuk Limited, April 25, 2000 letter

Mr. Robert Nick, Mayor, City of Nunapitchuk, April 25, 2000 letter

Mr. Jimmy P. Stevens, Jr. , President, Nunapitchuk IRA Council, April 28, 2000 letter

Response:

First class and priority mail will continue to be delivered by aircraft, as it was prior to the
hovercraft demonstration project. Bypass and non-priority mail is delivered by hovercraft at a
frequency that meets mail service standards. The USPS believes that the quality of service has
increased with the receipt of entire orders at one time rather than piece meal delivery of orders
over several airplane trips or days. Less handling reduces damage and potential for losing
pieces of a shipment. The hovercraft provides same day delivery of entire orders, thus
allowing better control of inventorying and order processing. All practical measures are taken
to avoid mail damage. When damaged goods are received the Bethel Postmaster should be
notified at once to help determine how the damage occurred and prevent future incidents of
damage.

3. The hovercraft is less reliable than fixed-wing aircraft. The anticipated upgrade of some
airports will only increase the reliability of fixed-wing aircraft.

Commentor:



Mr. Chris G. Larson, Chief, Native Village of Napaskiak, April 25, 2000 letter
Mr. Jimmy P. Stevens, Jr., President, Nunapitchuk IRA Council, April 28 letter

Response:

When aircraft transported bypass and non-priority mail, the mail could not be transported if
weather conditions did not allow aircraft to fly. Airport upgrades may increase the reliability of
aircraft service, but will not reduce the occurrences where aircraft cannot fly due to poor
weather conditions. In addition, soft runways during spring thaw will still preclude landing
because upgrades will consist of gravel and not pavement. The hovercraft, however, has
greater flexibility to operate during inclement weather and during spring thaw. Furthermore,
mail transport by hovercraft may be supplemented with alternate modes such as trucks, boats,
snowmobiles, all terrain vehicles, and aircraft. The use of the hovercraft and alternate methods
will increase the reliability of bypass mail transport.

4. Does the hovercraft save USPS money? If not, why transport the mail by hovercraft?

Commentor:
Mr. Chris G. Larson, Chief, Native Village of Napaskiak, April 25, 2000 comment letter
Mr. Jimmy P. Stevens, Jr. , President, Nunapitchuk IRA Council

Response:

One of the purposes of the demonstration project was to determine whether transport of bypass
and non-priority mail by hovercraft was cost-effective. The conclusion of the demonstration
project was that use of the hovercraft is cost-effective. Use of the hovercraft to transport bypass
and non-priority mail will save the USPS money. If the hovercraft is more expensive than
airplanes, the contract will not be awarded.

5. The cost of passenger service on aircraft has increased. The loss of a federal subsidy for
mail service to small bush pilots has contributed to the increase. Higher airfares are
particularly difficult for community public assistance participants. The hovercraft, while
less expensive than current air fares, is not convenient. There are fewer aircraft passenger
flights available. It is difficult to get to and from appointments in other communities.

Commentor:

Mr. Chris G. Larson, Chief, Native Village of Napaskiak, April 25, 2000 letter
Ms. Elaine G. Andrew, Nunapitchuk Limited, April 25, 2000 letter

Mr. Robert Nick, Mayor, City of Nunapitchuk, April 25, 2000 letter

Mr. Jimmy P. Stevens, Jr., President, Nunapitchuk IRA Council, April 28 letter

Response:

The USPS’s analysis in the Draft Supplemental Environmental Assessment (DSEA) shows that
although there has been a decrease to air cargo service to the villages, the availability of
passenger service has remained at similar levels to those existing prior to the initiation of
hovercraft service. Although the hovercraft also carries passengers, given that the level of
passenger air service has remained essentially the same, the impacts on cost are not significant.



For one thing, the number of passengers traveling on the hovercraft is relatively small when
compared to the number of passengers who fly. The hovercraft passenger numbers only
increase significantly during times when planes cannot fly.

Other factors likely contribute to the claimed rate increases. For example, higher fuel costs
throughout the country are having an enormous effect on costs within the entire transportation
industry. Thus, the alleged higher cost of airfares may not be attributable solely to the
hovercraft operation.

There is no subsidy for bypass mail unless the postal-wide institutionalized cost is considered a
subsidy. No local subsidies are in place, or ever have been. People in Alaska pay the same
Parcel Post rate for bypass mail as do all other Parcel Post customers nationwide, and will
continue to do so.

With the introduction of the hovercraft, the number of choices of travel methods has increased.
When time is important, individuals can choose to fly. When time is less important, individuals
can travel on the hovercraft, which has been less expensive than air travel. Furthermore, when
air carriers cannot fly as a result of poor weather or soft runways, the hovercraft is available as
another alternative to the airplane. There is no shortage of on-call air taxies. Air carriers can be
easily scheduled for rides to and from appointments in other communities.

6. The comments and concerns of citizens were noted but actions were not taken to address
them.

Commentor:
Mr. Chris G. Larson, Chief, Native Village of Napaskiak, April 25, 2000 letter

Response:

On the contrary, comments and concermns of citizens did result in actions. The USPS conducted
numerous public meeting and information exchange opportunities in support of the
Demonstration Project Environmental Assessment, established a Hovercraft Committee, and
requested public and resource agency input into the ecological monitoring and the
Supplemental Environmental Assessment. These public involvement efforts are described in
Section 1.4 of the Supplemental Environmental Assessment. State and federal regulatory
agencies, which are tasked with representing the interests of the public, were involved
throughout the project and the preparation of the environmental documentation. These
agencies also made sure that public interests were being satisfied. These opportunities for
public input resulted in direct actions taking place. The following are examples of some of the
direct actions resulting from citizen input:

e noise monitoring to validate estimated levels;

¢ establishing a Hovercraft Committee with citizen representation;
¢ USPS meeting each month to discuss concerns and suggestions;

e informational exchanges with village elders on where to monitor;

e speaking with local ice fishermen on how to monitor blackfish;



* providing free teleconferencing to the Hovercraft Committee;

* providing winter underwater noise monitoring; safety monitoring;

* replacing winter net poles that may have been knocked over by the hovercraft;
* winter blackfish fishing monitoring;

¢ agreeing to alter operation near migrating caribou herds;

* monitoring landing site impact to small fish;

¢ monitoring the potential of hurt fish after the hovercraft passed;

* monitoring the impact to nesting birds;

e looking for oil spills;

e monitoring the potential of hurting small fish in shallow water;

¢ presentations at each village to provide information on the overall results of the
ecological monitoring program;

¢ altering the hovercraft speed to accommodate local concerns;

¢ relocating landing areas in the winter;

* accepting invitations that were extended by villages to meet with USPS;
* monitoring the potential impact to subsistence gill netting;

* not operating in that part of the river used during commercial openings;

The USPS and other federal and state regulatory agencies listened and many actions did occur.

7. There may be biological impacts associated with the use of the hovercraft.

Commentor:

Mr. Chris G. Larson, Chief, Native Village of Napaskiak , April 25, 2000 letter

Mr. Robert Nick, Mayor, City of Nunapitchuk, April 25, 2000 letter

Mr. Jimmy P. Stevens, Jr. , President, Nunapitchuk IRA Council, April 28,2000 letter

Response:

The Demonstration Project Environmental Assessment (DPEA) concluded that operation of the
hovercraft would not significantly impact fish and wildlife. Results of biological monitoring
studies conducted during the three-year demonstration project support that conclusion.
Several in-field studies were conducted (please see Sections 4.1, 4.2, and 4.8 of the Supplemental
Environmental Assessment). The USPS evaluated the impact of the hovercraft on adult fish
mortality, juvenile fish mortality, and habitat use by waterfowl. More than 4,000 miles of the
hovercraft route were checked for dead or injured fish, 8,500 fish were seined, 13,000 yards of
beach were checked for stranded fish, stranding observations were made at over 70 landing
events, and more than 10,000 birds were observed. In total, over 2,000 hours were spent in the
field by trained biologists addressing the question of whether the hovercraft poses a significant



threat to populations of fish and wildlife. While the hovercraft will cause some minor impacts,
none have been determined to be significant.

The DPEA and monitoring studies have also indicated that noise generated by the hovercraft
will not have a significant adverse impact on fish. Literature on this issue was reviewed,
summarized, and presented in the DPEA. The literature review indicated that the underwater
noise level of the hovercraft is less intense than that produced by surface vessels, that fish may
ignore the same noise or movement if it continues over a long period of time, and that sound
has not been shown to consistently guide or deter fish movements.

In response to concerns raised by residents of villages on the Johnson River, monitoring was
also undertaken during late January 2000 to evaluate the hovercraft’s potential effects on
blackfish subsistence fishing. There was concem that the noise, currents, and water
displacement produced by the hovercraft near fishing areas might scare blackfish away, thereby
reducing the overall number of blackfish available for harvest. Similarly, there was concern that
the disturbance might affect fishing success by causing the blackfish to stay away from rather
than congregating in the fishing holes. Thus the purpose of the monitoring was to determine if
hovercraft operations drive fish away from traps or alter behavior such that they are less likely
to enter the traps. The results of the monitoring indicated that the hovercraft and snowmobile
traffic (studied for comparison purposes) on the Johnson River did not have any significant
adverse effect on blackfish behavior or fishing success.

8. The proposed action is infeasible. Due to freeze-up and break-up, the hovercraft cannot
be used on a permanent, year-round basis to transport the mail.

Commentor:
Mr. Chris G. Larson, Chief, Native Village of Napaskiak , April 25, 2000 letter
Ms. Elaine G. Andrew, Nunapitchuk Limited, April 25, 2000 letter

Response:

Although the hovercraft does not operate during freeze-up or spring break-up, there are many
occasions when mail cannot be transported using aircraft (e.g., during bad weather and spring
thaw). The hovercraft can operate in weather and at time that airplanes can not, this was
particularly evident over the past three years from the hovercraft participating in medical
evacuations after airplanes could not be used. During freeze-up, break-up, severe inclement
weather, and/or maintenance, mail transport by hovercraft may be supplemented with
alternate modes such as trucks, boats, snowmobiles, all terrain vehicles, and aircraft. The use of
alternate modes will increase the reliability of mail transport by hovercraft. Thus, service levels
will be maintained during freeze-up and break-up.

9. The landing area at Nunapitchuk is becoming messy and the soil is damaged. Sand and
gravel is heaved up to nearby boats and sometimes boats located too near the landing
area are flipped.

Commentor:
Mr. Robert Nick, Mayor, City of Nunapitchuk, April 25, 2000 letter



Response:

Some disturbance of the soil and vegetation is to be expected at landing sites. At Nunapitchuk
the hovercraft lands adjacent to where boats are pulled onshore. Thus, the direct impact from
the hovercraft is confined to that area. The boat-landing site receives additional erosion action
from boats that are traveling to Atmautluak. The 15 to 20 yard wide slough that is adjacent to
the landing site is used as a convenient short cut to Atmautluak. As each motor boat passes
close by their wake causes accelerated erosion to the landing site.

In three years of operation there were two incidents of overturned boats. In both of these
incidents the boats did not have operators in them and they were tied off at the landing site.
The owners were compensated by the hovercraft contractor for the inconvenience. Based on
two incidents over the hundred of landings and thousands of miles the hovercraft traveled it
can be concluded that the hovercraft operates in a safe manner. To prevent these incidents, the
hovercraft operator has changed his landing procedures. Now a deck hand or village agent
moves the boats that are tied too close to the landing area and replaces the boat after off-loading
bypass mail. This new procedure minimizes the potential of these isolated incidents.

10. The proposed action will reduce the frequency of delivery of mail in Nunapitchuk from
three days per week to two days per week. This reduction in service will reduce the
promptness of delivery, the efficiency of service, and reliable, timely delivery of bypass
mail.

Commentor:
Mr. Jimmy P. Stevens, Jr. , President, Nunapitchuk IRA Council, April 28, 2000 letter

Response:

With respect to the frequency of deliveries, the USPS has established definitive service
standards that apply to bypass mail. The proposed frequency of delivery meets those
standards. Alaska and all other states are under the same standards for this class of mail. In
that respect, the USPS is not operating differently in Alaska than any other state. Use of the
hovercraft will not reduce the amount of bypass mail that has been transported each week to
Nunapitchuk. In fact, more bypass mail, freight and passengers can be accommodated using
the hovercraft. First-Class Mail delivery will not be affected by the hovercraft and will still be
delivered daily.

The purpose of the hovercraft demonstration project was to determine whether the hovercraft
could transport a class of mail via surface transportation in a more reliable manner with less
damage. The hovercraft has proven to be more reliable. Entire shipments are moved to their
destination on the hovercraft, a feature that was not possible with bush aircraft. Also, the
hovercraft moved mail during the cold winter months when planes could not fly. During the
winter months, in addition to the increase in reliability, the established service standards were
maintained. Damage to and loss of the mail was reduced because shipments were able to move
in pallet loads until arrival at their destination.

As with any new transportation method, especially one involving large pallets of by-pass mail
containing a wide variety of goods, there was and still may be some room for improvement.
For example, in response to complaints that frozen foods were reaching their destinations
thawed, the hovercraft contractor has installed a chiller and freezer at its home base in Bethel.



Frozen foods are placed there immediately upon receipt and are loaded onto the hovercraft last.
While on the hovercraft, they are covered with insulating blankets until reaching their
destination. The experience so far has been that the goods are still frozen solid by the time they
are unloaded. The installation of the chiller for such goods as produce should alleviate the
problem of spoilage.

11. Operation of the hovercraft is inconsistent with Coastal Zone Management policy
objectives because it adversely impacts fish and wildlife.

Commentor:
Mr. Robert Nick, Mayor, City of Nunapitchuk, April 25, 2000 letter

Response:

The State CZM declared the hovercraft demonstration project was consistent with CZM
enforceable policies. Biological monitoring studies were conducted during the demonstration
project to verify that the fish and wildlife populations would not be adversely affected in the
operations area (please see Sections 4.1, 4.2, and 4.8 of the Supplemental Environmental
Assessment). While the hovercraft will cause some minor impacts, none have been determined
to be significant (note response to #7 above). Based on the characteristics of the project and the
analyses of the monitoring data collected during the demonstration project, the USPS has
concluded that the proposed action is also consistent with CZM enforceable policies.

12. With the hovercraft operating, it difficult to make health care appointments.

Commentor:
Mr. Robert Nick, Mayor, City of Nunapitchuk, April 25, 2000 letter

Response:

With the introduction of the hovercraft, the number of choices of travel methods has increased.
The hovercraft does not preclude the use of aircraft to make health care appointments. When
time is important, individuals can choose to fly. When time is less important, individuals can
travel on the hovercraft, which has been less expensive than air travel. There is not a shortage
of on-call air taxies for health appointments. Rides with air carriers can be easily scheduled to
and from health care appointments. When air carriers cannot fly as a result of poor weather or
muddy airfields, the hovercraft is available as another alternative to the airplane. The
usefulness of the hovercraft to help with health care is evident over the past three years when
the hovercraft was used for medical evacuations when aircraft could not fly.






Appendix E-2 - Comments Received After Comment Period
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AVCP, INC.

The Association of Villaga Council Prealgante
Offico of Administratien, Planning Dupartment
Fhone (P07) 543- 7300 Pouch 2140, Bethal, AK 88558

Fx  (907) 543-336%

‘Tu; Paul Valihura, Senior Lavironmental Scicntist

Volpe National ‘T'ransportation Systems Center
From: Glen Turr, Environmentsl Planner, AVCP
Phonc: (800) 478-3521 cxt 7393 or (907) 543-7393
Fax: (907) 543-2776
Date: May 11, 2000

Subject:

Comments on the Draft Supplemental Linvironmental Assessment for Hovercraf
Lransport of Alagka Bvpass Mail -

Dcar Dr. Valihura:

The following comments regard the Draft Supplemental Linvironmental Assessment (DSLA)
for proposed hovercraft bypass mail operations in the vicinity of Bethel, T baljeve they show
strong cvidence for signilicant and potentially significant impacts on subsistence wildlife
populations. Because of the level of detail required by these comments, | have been unuble to
address statements in the DSEA regarding other issucs. While 1 still hope for the opportunity
to address some of these other issues in the futurc, | believe the impacts shown here are
extremely serious. and more thuan sufficient to make insupportable a finding of no significunt
impact.

For case of reference, 1ave organized the comments according to headings found in the
DSEA. Comments follow the DSFA statements (quoted in italies) which they address.

“Similurly, eggy of many other fish species shawld not be affected. since they too are
sprawned in ributaries. The DPEA (USPS, 1997) conclusion is suppaorted by the results of
studies conducted by AGRA (1998) . ... " p. 35.

The AGRA study does not support this conclusion. ‘(he AGRA study states: “The 1
Kuskokwim River provides spawning, rearing and overwintering habital for some specics
of whitefish (Scott and Crossman, 1973). Unidentilied species of whitefish have been
documented spuwning in the mainstem river between Bethel and Akiachak (IDepartment
ot Fish and Game 1986b).™ | Jovereraft Impact Assessment. AGRA Earth and
Environmental Inc., 1998 p16 (AGRA 1998). The AGRA study did not itseIl document
direct hovereraft impacts 1o eggs or fry because it was not designed 10 detect such
impacts. The sonar studies mentioned in the DSKA only deteet adult [ish. AGRA
solicited the conperation of Alaska Hovercratt JV and the United States Posial Service
(LSPS) to Lest the potential for direct impacts to fry by running nver captive Ity in
shallow water with the hovercraft, Although Alaska Havercrall wus willing to participate
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in the study, the USPS refused. Personal communjcation, Allison Kelley, AGRA staff
seicntist. 1998,

Porential Adult Fish Mortality

“Furthermore. in lts indeperdent study compleied jor the Calista Flders Councii, AGRA (1998)
comeluded that the impact on salmon from the hovercrdft is pot significant. " p, 36.

This conclusion can only be assumed to apply to dircet impacts on adult salmon. AGRAs
study did nhot address impacts to fry.

Potential Juvenile Fish Mortality in Shallow Wauter Arcas

“"There was a concern that the turbulence caused by the rapid water displacement under the
crafi could injure or kill small fish in those shallow areas. " p. 36.

Momtoring I'cam Bewun With Assumption of Impacts Beine |lie Inlikely

The moniworing team conducted an exlensive investigation of the hovercratt's wake, but
provided no information on the trbulence and water displacement below the vchicle, or on
the spray which the hovercraft throws high into the air. The team may nol have considered
these to be potentially serious impacts. The Demonstration Project Environmental
Assessment (DPHA) stated that “potential impacts on adult and juvenile fish from pressure
waves would be insignificant since the hovercraft cxcrts very low pressure (lesx than 2
pounds pcr squarc inch |psi] on the water,” DPEA at 59 It also claimed that juvenile fish
would be unlikely to be exposed Lo the hovercraft at all. listing scveral plausible sounding _
reasons such as the “lendency of downstream migrants to move at night and remain on
bottom during day.” DPEA at 58. As | was new to Alaska when the DPEA cume oul, |
remember being impressed that a consulting company from New Fngland would know so
much aboul the hehavior patterns of our downstrcam migrants.

DPEA Was Wropy

Now. three years later. it turns out none of that is true. Juvenile fish are common in shallow
water during the day (see 'inal Monitoting Report at 64 which estimates about 100 fish per
50°: see alse I'inal Monitoring Report at 76: which estimates “thousands of fish™ at Janding
sites). Fry have been found stranded on landing sites up Lo 50 feet away from the watcr,
assumedly picked up and hurled there by the hovererall’s powerful spray. Scc Iinal
Monitoring Report at 75.. And the USPS Final Monitoring Report adimjts 10 finding levels of
hovererall related death und injury rates significantly above control fevels tor juvenile fish in
shallow water on the Kuskokwim. Final Monitoring Report at 64.

Insulficient Information on Areas of Iljigh Impact

Lhe argument has now shitted from whether impacts occur to whether they oceur al a
significant level. Unfortunately. the monitoring program has been slow (o accommaodate this
shift. Information nceessary 10 estimate the leve] of hovererufl impact in dit¥erent arcas has
been left out of the maonitoring reporl. For instance, some arcas showed very low levels of

t~



85/16/20800

13:42 16174942789 PAGE B2
May-11-00 11:30A TSD Environmental Program 1-907-543-2776

injury to [ish in shallow water whilc others showed injury rates approaching 50%. See Final
Monitoring Report, Appendix 1), sites BSK-2 and BSK-3. It would be good to know what jt

is about the sites with high rates which makes them more dungerous. The shallow water study

does not cven provide data on how shallow the water at cach sile was. We are given no
information on how much turbulence the hovercraft causes, or on how that relates 10 water
depth or o hovercraft specd. We don't know how far down the hovereraft pushes the surface
of the wiitcr. It may be that in suiliciently shallow water the hovercrall lemporarily cxposes
the river bottom bencath it. Any fry which found themselves beached in this way might be
highly susceptible to getting picked up by wind from the lift engincs and cither slammed
against the bottom or hurled out with the spray.

We are given no characteristics on the spray itsclf, despite the fact that is apparently the spray
and not the wake which is primarily responsible (ur strunding fish. Sce Final Monitoring
Reportal 72. All we know at this point is thal there is somcthing going on at some sites
resulting in particularly high levels of injury. Before the USPS can realistically support a
finding of' no significant impact it needs 1o find out what that something is und deteanine
how olten it shows up. The USPS may not simply ignore (hese high rates of injury by
averaging them in with lower rates at othoer siles,

“The proportion of dead or infured fish was slightly greater for the rest eventy (3.0%) thun for
the contro’ wvenfs (1.896) in the Kuskokwim Kiver (Figure 4.1). In the Johnson River, the
proportic: of dead or injure .« fish was slightly gresser in the control eventy (3.0%) than in the
text evendys ((.6%%) (Figure £.2). " p. 37

Indications of Problemsy

[seinings were conducted using the same methods and in roughly the same locations in both
test and contro] areas, it is extremely corious that signilicanty more fish were injured in
control nets than.in test ncts on the Johnson. (Significance levels are reported in the Final
Monitering Kepoil). Thiz is an indication ihat comething has gone wrong with the study, The
Final Monitoring Report lists average numbers of dead or injured fish in Kuskokwim test and
control seinings as 1.9 and 1.4 respectively. Averages for test and contral on the Johnson are
given as 0.6 and 7.0 fish respectively. An average of 7.0 fish is extremely high in comparison
to the other figurcs, and cxplaing the unexpectled significant result for control scinings on the

Johnson,

Duty Entry Error

‘An cxamination of the actual dats shows the following numbers of dead or injured fish in (he

12 Johnson control seinings: 0,0, 0,0, 6, 1, 1, S, 18, 3, 0. 3: ave — 6.92. This shows that the
high average is almost completcly cxplained by the extremely high count of 51 deud or’
injured fish in one of the seinings, This scining was supposedly conducted at 13:16 (1:16 pm)
on August 14. 1999 at location BSJ-3. The interesting thing is that only 39 minutes later the
monitoring tcam conducted a test seine at location BSK-3. BSJ-3 is the furthest testing site up
the Johnson, more than half way to Kasigluk from the Johnson’s mouth, BSK-3 is halfway
between Bethel and Akiachak. There is no way the monitoting team could huve completed a
seine at BSJ-3 and then traveled w BSK-3 in 39 minutes. Furthermore. no test seine is listed
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for the control seine at BSJ-3. and no eontrol seinc is listed for the test at BSK-3. Finally, the
numbers of dead or injured fish obscrved at the BSK-3 seine are also quite high (54 dcad or
injured. 67 unharmed). It therefore seems obvious that the scine a1t BSJ-3 was actually
conducted at BSK-3 and simply recorded incorreetly,

This alone would account for the unusual conclusions regarding the Johnson, but there is
further evidence of problems with the data. For instance, the last Johnson controf count o3
dead or injurcd fish exactly duplicates. including lime and place, the third t Just Johnson
control count of 3 dead or injured fish. The eount is therefore ussumedly & duplicate which
should be thrown out. It iy not clear, however, whether the duplicate replaced an actual
seining which still needs o be found and put back into the data set. The discussion in the
monitoring rcport, as well as in the DSEA both refor (o 21 seinings on the Johnson river,
Without the duplicate there arc only 20.

Inappropriatc Data Removal

The data table lists 8 observations which were purposcly kept out of the data set for various
rcasons. Two of those observations were of unusually high coums of dcad or injured fish
supposedly taken on August 14", 1999 gt 1381-2 and BSK-2 at 10:23 and 10:57 respectively.
(I szy “supposedly taken™ for. reasons which 1 will come to shortly). The explanation provided
for excluding these ohssrvations is: “Bad sel: fish just post-larval, very warm water, caused
aigh mortality™ "This is rot a valid reason 0 exclude dzta, Unless the monitoring team has
rmason o ink that posi-iarval [ry are pat going to b2 exposed Lo the hovercraft in warm
waler ever again the sample must be considered representative of the normal range of
conditions on the river, FFurthermore, the test seine at BSK-2 “thrown out for bad sct™ hus
pereentages of dead or injured fish which are extremely similar to pereenlages found at BSK-
3 three hours later. (654 out of 1479 — 44.2% versus 54 out of 119 = 45% respectively). BSK-
3 and BSK-2 are very close to cach other, so high percentages al one serve as evidence that
high pereentages al the other on the same day are not anomalons. It makes very little sense to
caclude one from the datz sot and noi the other,

More Data Entry lirvor

Just as the two counts madc at BSK-3 and “138J-3" 39 minutes apart on August 14" arc
probably actually both from BSK-3, the two counts at BSK-2 and “BSJ-2" made earlicr on
the samc day and then “thrown out for bud set™ were probably hoth taken at BSK-2. As with
the first pair, it would not be possible to complete a control scine at BSJ-2 and then trave] w
BSK-2 in the 34 minultcs available, The BSJ-2 control also lacks an associated lest seine at
thut location. and the numbers of fish observed are similar to those observed al BSK-2. 'I'he
two seines “thrown out for bad set” should thercfore be put back into the data sel, and the
control should very likely be changed from 138)-2 to BSK-2.

Qucstionable "Timing of Events 5

The timing on some of the other seine abservations is suspicious. For instance, on August
16", a conwrol seine was supposedly conducted at BSK-4 at 13-00, exactly the same time the
hovercrall is listed as having passed by (controls are supposed (0 be condueted in the abscnec
of hovercerall), and two minutes prior to the time a test scine wus supposedly conducted at the

3.

o
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suame location, Sixteen minutes aRer that test seine the data sheet lists another test scing bej ng
conducted at 38K-6. Two further test scines were supposcdly conducted at BSK-6 on that
day at the same time (14:30). A final st seinc was conducied at that location only 20
minutes later. These are mercly examples and several maore instances of questionablc timing
exist. The monitoring team necds to re-examine the data and either provide an explunation
for overlapping or conflicting times or elsc provide the actualliming of cvents. It should glso
address the following two questions: 1 ) was cnough time provided between successive test
scines at the samc location to allow fiy to repopulate the arca 1o background levels between
tests? and 2) if two or morc 1¢st samples werc laken roughly simultancously at roughly the
same location, shouldn’t they be (reated as paired or combined sainplcs rather than as
indcpendent?

Paired Data :

The issue of paired samples brings up yet another problem with this study. 'T'o minimize and
account for variability from sources other than presenee or absence of the hovercraft, control
and test seines should be paired. They should taken by the same peoplc at locations and times
that ure us close together as possible without influcneing each other. This seems to have been
done often, but not congistently. Results should then be listed as pairs of data, prefcrably in
somie kind af chronologicul and geographieal urder so that the reviewer does not have (o
guess ut which abscrvation iy supposed to serve as control for which tesr, The high degree of
re~domness with which the ¢2#2 s lisied in the Fina! Manitonng Rerort serves 1o hide
qusstions o lirming, not o mention nistekes of data exntry such as those mentioncd above,

Inappropriate Statistical ‘I'cst
Most importantly for the issuc of puired data, the fact thut control end test scines were for the IJ R
must part taken spartially and iemporally close to cach other means that the chi squared

cimtingeney table alone is not an appropriate statistice! test for comparing them. The

contingency table assumes random samples. {1 each test scine has consistently higher

rumbers ol dead and Lijured fish thar i conivel, end i €re numbers of both tesl and centra!

tend 1o vary greatly with time and location, then the contingency table will fail to note

significant differences which in fact exist. A glance at the data sheet in the L'inal Monitoring

Report shows that the data do in fact vary greatly with time and location. In addition to the

chi square tests, the monitoring team thercfore needs 1o apply a suuistical test for paired data,

such as the Wilcoxon paired sign rank test used in the gillnctting analysis.

Sampling Locations und Sampling Bigs

Finally, the monitoring team did not sample equally at cach site. Instead, they apparently took | '3.
many more samples at sites showing less hovercraft impact. For instance at BSK-3 only three ‘
seines were conducted and only 2 were roported, (the contral on August 14™ was reported as

laking place at BSJ-3). Those threc scines yielded a combined total of 107 dead or injured

{ish out 0f 5§52 total (19.4%). In contrast. BSK -4 was sampled 22 times for a total 0! 15 dead

or injured fish out of 1,391 total (0.94%). The Final Monitoring Report provides no

cxplanation as 1o why the site with low numbers of desd or injurcd fish was sampled more

than seven times more often than the site with high numbers of dead or injured, but the

potential for this sampling bias to greatly skew the results in favor of *1o impact™ is clear.
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This is not an isolated example. Similar obscrvations could be made about the threc samples
at BSK-2 (onc of which was reported as vcewring at BSJ-2 and one of which was thrown out
for “fish just post-larval, very warm walcr”) versus the 21 samples at BSK-6.

"These duta indicate that the pussage aof the hovercraft did not signifleantly karm fish and thet
the act nf seining was responsible for most of the injury and mortality obscrved. " p. 37,

Not True for Kuskokwim. Inconclusive for fohnson

" These data indicate exactly the opposite for the Kuskokwim. since the study lound I L/,

significantly higher numbcrs of dead or injured fish in test sets on Ul river., (a point which
the DSFA fails to mention). In the Johnson the study noted significantly hi gher numbers in
control sets, but it we remove the duplicated data and assume that the August 14" control
seine at “B8J-37 was actually conducied at BSK-3 as evidence indicates, then the differences
becomic insignificant (X* = 2.47 < 3.84, p> 0.05, df = 1). Further basic revisions, such as
conducting the correct statistical test for paired data, reinserting the two samples removed for
post-larval [ry in warm water, accounting for timing discrepancies, and removing the serious
sampling bias exhibited by this study may reveal greater hovercraft impacts.

May Not Combine Effects to T.essen Impacts 1§

After reporting the scpurule results found for the Kuskokwin and the Johnson rivers, the
DSLA goes on Le st the combined results for both rivers, which according 1o th= Final
~ioniloring Repe i do not show sigaifican: differences between hovercafl and control.
Where significant effects are found for onc region but not another, however. it is not
appropriate under the National Fnavironmental Policy Act (NFPPA) or the Coastal Zone
Management Act (CZMA) to combine impacts of the two regions in order 1o reuch u
conclusion of no signilicant impact averall. Local impacty gre stili impacts and must be
treated as yech,

“Clearly, most ¢ the fishes caughi in buth test and contro! events were unharmed. ™ p. 37.

Fnough Were tHarmed to Demonstrate a Serious Potential {or Significant Impacts
Ihe low overall average incidence of dead or injured fish reporied [rom the test sets 80out [ 6
’

ot 4,044 tolal. or 1.9%) does leave the impression of limited overall impact. However, if we
includc results from the test seine Icft out of the data for “fish just post-larval, very warm
water” on August 14 the figure jumps 1o 13.28%. ‘I'his is still likely 10 be a conservative
estimate beeause it only counts fish which were obviously and immediately jnjured, Fish fry
arc fragilc. as anyone dependent on subsistence fishing out here will tell you. If they are
banged around they may suffer no immedjately apparcnt cllicts and still die later. This may

~ be the true explanation for the test sct taken at BSK-6 on July 9™, in which 94 whitcfish fry

(Out 0 223 (otal seined tish) were pul into a bucket alive and later found dead. The
menitoring team kept that sample oui of the data sct based on the belief that the hovercraft
hadn’t killed them. If the hovercraft actually was the culprit. reinserting the sample inlo the
data sct would increase the total pereentage of dead or injured fish 1o 14.4%. Since this
represents overall impact; local effects arc likely to be even stronger. The study’s large and
unexplained sumpling bias in [uvor of sites tending Lo produce {Gwer injured fish is ulsa likely
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10 have caused the results to scriously undercstimate the acinl impacty. Finally, since the
tonitoring team took no information on site characicristics, they have no idea how common
are sites with definitive characteristics similar Lo the high injury sitcs from the study. If such
siles are morc common than in the study; if for instance they ure dependent on hottom
characteristics which occur less often near Jow gradient beaches (han they do elvewhere, then
actual hovereraft impacts-on fish populations would again be much higher than suggested.

Estimate of Impact

In comparison to the st seines, if we similarly include the excluded control data from ,?
August 14", the percentage of dead or injured in the control seines increases to 7.66%. d
lgnoring all considerations other than percentage totals with the excluded August 14% datg
reincluded. the hovereraft would be directly responsible for killing or injuring (13.28% -

7.66%)  5.62% ot all the fish fry it passes over in shallow water. This would be in addition

10 impacts caused by strunding.

Stranding ar L.anding Sites

“Using this information, |bused on the hovercraft schedule proposed in the DSLEA] the total
number of chum salmon fry strended was estimated by multiplying the toral humber of lundings
during the 4 weeks when chum fry migrate (56) by the averase number nf salmon fry stranded
per lundivz (2.5) Thic calewlerion yields 140 stranded salmor: fry per year ur landing sites on
the Kuakhowalm giver, " p, 43,

Hovereraft Schedule '
Normally, it would be appropriate la use the hovercraft schedule proposed in the DSEA since l 8 .
that involves allecting more villages and more milcs of dver than the current schedule,

However. the current schedule of 3 stops per week at cach village involves more landings,

and henee a higher potential impact for this caleulation. Since the existing Request For

Froposuls (RFP) assumes the current schedule will continge. at feast in the near future, thar

schedule should form the basis of impact calculations in this instance.

Migration Dales

Sccondly, chum salmon fry begin their migration o the ocean at lcast ux soon as breakup,

(personal communication: Charlic Burkey; Alaska Dept, of Fish and Game. May 4™, 2000),

which is generally around the sccond week of May. | fence we should assume 6 weeks during | ci
which they will be in the rivers. Since the hovercraft generally does not run during the weck

of breakup. there would he § weeks during which chum fry would be subjeet to strandings.

Arrivals and Departures

Third, the moenitoring team anly scarched for stranded fry afler (e hovercraR arrived at 4 &O
landing site. There ig ho reavon (o think the hovercraft wouldn't be Just as capable of ¢
stranding fish during its departurc. Strandings might cven be more likely on departure. since

[ish could be blown up on shore by cither the lift engines or the rear-facing tirust cngines.

Since the monitoring leam found tish up o SO feet from shorv., (Final Monitoring Plan at 75)

and since it never found fish stranded by the wake alone (Final Monitoring Plan at.73, 74), it
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is reasonable 1o assume that the spray and not the wike is pnmarily responsible for stranding

{ish,

Bethel Landings

Finally. the monitoring team’s calculation leaves out landings u1 Bethcl. There is no reason to ; l 8

assume chum fry would not be stranded here also,

Expected Number Found

This brings the calculation tw: [(5 villages x 5 weeks x (3 arrivals +3 departures per week) +
(1 village x 5 weeks x (6 arrivals | 6 departures per week)] x 2.5 chum — 525 (not counting

extra trips).

L'ry Stranded vs. 1'ry Found

The moniloring team assumcd their searches found 100% of all fish stranded, regardless of cl 3 ,

the tvpe of substrate, inclement weather, lighting conditions, differing skill levels among

searchers, or any other factors, They could have tested this assumption in scveral ways, such
as having 1wo people search the samc urea o corroborate each other's findings, but they did
not. A 1996 study of Iry stranded by un AP-188 hovercrall on the Iskut river has this (0 say:

“Regarding location effectiveness, T assumed onc fish found for cach
25 stranded in the area examined. This may be very conservative,
Diifieulty in Nacing fish that were known to be 2 particufar locatian.
dilliculty of secing them smaong the smail debris on the sand, the
extreme difficulty of finding them among the gravel and cobble
sections, and the likelihood that birds had caten some of the fish
were stranded on the sand, governed thig assumption.”

“Some Impacts From the Usc ol a Hovercrafi on the Iskut River”, prepared for Friends of the

Stikine Secicty, Gordon Hartman, PhID., 1996 a1 9.

Revised Lytimate of Chum Stranded at | anding Sites :

Fish that arc merely injured rather than dead may be easicr to sput. Of the 85 stranded figh

M,

found at lunding sites around Rethel, 67 (roughly £0%) were dead and the rest werc injured.
“T'o keep the estimate conservative. it might therefore be reasonable to lower the scaling factor
to 80% of Dr. Hartman's. making it 20 instead of 25, This brings the total number stranded al

landing sites per ycar o at least 525 x 20 = 10,500 chum.

“With this number of landings, it i¢ estimated thar about 420 Juvenile whitefish could be stranded

0N an cmmm[_ basis, ™

Revised Estimate of Whitefish Stranded at [.andinp Sites

Based on fuclors discussed ahove, a more accurate but still conservative cstimate of whitelish  J, S
strandings would be as follows: (7 villages x 26 weeks of open water x (3 departurcs + 3
arrivals per wk per village)) + (1 village x 26 wks x (6 departures | 6 arrivals per wk)) x .71
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whitefish per search x 20 whitelish stranded per whitefish found — at least 19,936 strunded
whitefish per year.

Note that this cstimate assumes a total of 52 whitefish found per 73 searches (- 0.71
whitefish/scarch) rather than the monitoring team’s figure of 58 found (= 0.8
whitefish/scarch). The lotal of 52 is suppurted by the data tuble in the Final Menirtoring
Report at 75. Use of the oripinal (igure would raisc the findl estimatc.

Stranding from Operating in Shallow Watcr and Neur Shore
“Assuming o range of 0.3 10 5.0 percent of the total distunce is traveled on or near low-gradient

heaches and the stranding rate is 0.004 fish per yard (e.g., 1 fisk every 250 yardy of affecied
beach). the annual stranding is estimated 1o be between 58 (0 560 chum salmon fry. " p. 44,

Insupportable Assumptions
First of all, 4 chum salmon found per 900 yards searched yields 1 fish every 225 yards, not 2@3
every 250. Secondly. there is no rcason to assume strandings are limited to low gradicnt

beaches. Such an assumption might be more supporiable if it were primarily the wake and not

tihe spray which strands tish. Howcver, the Final Monitoring Report specilically states:

“These results [wake monitoring in 1998] indicate that the wave docs not resull in stranded

£::h.” Furlher indications include the distances {rom the water which stranded fish have been

suried (see Final Monitring Report at 75), as weii as the fzot thal about X0% of the fish

strunded al Junding sites were found dead while the rest were injured; this despite the fact that

the monitoring teamn conducted its searches immediately afler the hovercraft's arrival. Spray

from the hovercraft lift engines blows high into the air, so any fiy blown with it onto lund

waould be stranded regardless of the type of beuch. Rather than trying to estimate the amount

of low gradient beach the hovererafl passcs per week, we should thercfore estimate the

pereentuge of time the hovercraft passes over shallow water,

'ercentage Over Shallow Waler

‘This is poing to be considerably higher. ‘The hovercrafl tends to cut close o bunks ax it ;1'7
navigates around curves. It drives up und over sandbars and mudflaty. Purlicularly at low tide

there are many shatlows which would be difficult to avoid cven il the hovercraft were trying

to avoid them, Since we need to come up with some estimate, 10% would probably be quite
conservative,

Revised Estimate of Chum Stranded By Shallow Water Pags-bvs :

I we assume, as does the 12SLA, that the hovereraft will wravel about 400 miles per week in 28 .
the Kuskokwim. then in 5 weeks of operation during the chum fry outmigration the

hovercraft will go 2,000 miles, 10% of that. ar 200 milcs will be over shallow water. AL 1

stranded ity found for every 225 yards, that iranslates to 1.564 fry. And at 20 fry total lor

cvery ome {ound. the total number of chum stranded comes to at least 31,289 chum per year.
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“Twenty-two whitefish were also observed stranded during the on-shore / near shore tes events,
Based on three Johnson River tests and 31 Kuskokwim River testy, the average number of
Juvenile whitcfish seranded |per yard | way calculated at 0,0025 . ..~ p. 44.

Corrected Estimate of Whitefish per Yard 9‘?'
Total yards of beach scarched for those 34 tests was 6.925. Scc Final Menitoring Report at
Appendix'D. Twenty two [ish in 6,925 yards — 0.0032 fish per yard.

“Assuming a 26-week trunsport period, a iravel distance uf 622 miley per week (on 1he
Kuskokwim. Pikmikialik and Johnson rivers), and affected shoreline valucs of 0.5 0 5.4 percent,
the number of whitefish fry stranded on low-gradient beaches per year is estimated 10 be between
356 und 3.558. "

Revised Hstimate ol Whitefish Stranded by Shallow Water Puys-bys 30 .
A more accurate but stili conservative cstimate would be: 0.0032 whitefish found per yd x

1760 yds/mi x 622 total mifwk x 0,10 shallow water distance/total distance x 26 wks x 20
whitefish per whitctish found — at least 182,161 stranded whitcfish fry.

Stranding From Unplanned Stops on Beaches

“Using this value |40 unplanned stops in 26 weeks of operation duri ng opca water| and the
rivnber of whiiefish strand>d per unplanned stop. (3.3, or 2] fish /6 stops), resulis in an
estimate of cahowt 140 whirefish stranded per year al unplanned stops on heaches. " p. 4S.

Revised Estimate of Whitefish Stranded by Unplannced Stops 3 [,
Alter which, figuring in an extimated 20 fish present per fish found yields 2800 whitefish [ry
stranded per year at unplznned stops.

- Other Fish
Additionally. the monitoring Leam also found 11 sucker fish fry stranded during their 6 3 &
unplanned stops. See Final Monitoring Report 8t Appendix 1. 40 unplanned stops per year x .
Il fish per 6 stops x 20 fish per fish found = an additional 1,467 fish. Although sucker fish
arc not nearly as important (o subsistence fishing as whitefish, they are used for that purpose,
Furthermore, since there is no reason to'assume thal suckers ate any more susceptible to
stranding than othet species, the 11 suckers found might realistically be considered
representative of all the non-whitefish species in the river. This time it was suckers, next time
it could be sheefish or salmon.

Unplanned Stops Yicld Unusually High Results
A final note of concern regarding the results for unplanned stops is that they yiclded results 3 3 .

which are so much higher than those for shallow water pase-bys. Oul of 480 yards gearched at
6 unplanned stops, 32 fish were found stranded. This translates to 67 fish in 1000 yards, as
compared with a total of 27 fish in 6.925 yards for the shallow watcr pass-bys. The number of
yards scarched at cach unplanned stop (80) may cven be inflated since the spray would have
to be powertul indeed 1o throw a fish 40 yards in cither direction, Twa [teiors may be

10
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responsible for the higher numbers: Virst, 2 hovercraft coming in to slop may be travcling:
slower than one cruising along shore. ‘This might increase the amount of time it spent over

. fish in shallow water. and could also increasc the amount by which the water surface wes
depressed. Sec AGRA 1998 wt 25, -

Stccondly. fish may be slower to scnsc und get out of the way of 2 hovereraft comning in from
deeper water. Shallow water may increase the turbulence which the hoverc raft produces,
allowing fish to sensc it from farther away. Also, fish fry may be adapled to stay in the
shallows if they detect turbulence in deep water, since normally such turhbulence would
JIndicate a boat. Finally, a hovercruil approaching from dcep water nught tend to heard fish
ahcad of it ino more shallow water before actually passing over them.

Implications for Havercraft Travel QOver Sandbars 3 Y ,
The important point about these spoculations is that the second line of reasoning mentioned

above would apply any time the hovercraft crossed over a sandbar or mudflat from deeper

water. There would be no requirement for the vehicle to muke an unplannced stop. We

currently have no information regarding how often the hovercraft docs this. but it is likely to

be [airly common, perhaps 3 times per day. The 6 unplanned stops yielded 32 stranded fish

found. or 5.3 fish per stop. If that type of thing were to happen 3 times per day, S days per

week lor 26 weeks, the resulting number of stranded {ish would be: 5.3 fish found x 3

crossings per day x S days per wk x 26 wks per year x 20 fish per fish found = 41,340

additicnai fish strandz¢ per year.

Summary of Potential for Stranding Juvenile Fish

“Based on the estimades for landing sites, operation in shallow water near shore: and unplanned
stapy on beaches, the torel number of chum salmon fry siranded on an arnual basis would renge
Jrom about 200 to 700, For whitefish, the estimated annucd number of fry stranded would range
Jrom about 920 ta 4.120. " p. 45.

Salmon
8 Sp

Bascd on review of the existing data. the total number of chum salmon fry stranded on an
annual basis would be at least 10,500 at landing sites + 31.289 from shallow watcr piss-by's
— 41,789 chum. Althaugh no other saimon species were obscrved in the study, as the DSEA
points out this was likely duc o the timing of the monitoring, DSEA at 45, Bascd on relative
abundances of other salmon specics, “|tthe number of coho fry stranded would he expeeted o
be similar and the number of chinook, sockeye. and pink Irv stranded would be expected lo
be far less.™ Id.

Whitefigh

Tolal whitctish stranded would be at feast 19,936 at ianding sites | 182,161 from shallow 3(0 .
walcer pass-bys + 2,800 from unplanned stops = 204,897 whitcfish.. :

11
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e 0,

Additional strandings of random species could range from 1,467 (if strandings are based on
unplanned stops) to 41,340 (il strandings are based on crossing over land),

Shallow Water Impacts IR,
‘These figures are in addition to fish killed or injured in shallow water but not stranded, for
which a reasonably conservative estimate would run about 5.62% of fish present.

Mammals

"Occasivnal disiurbance of mummals could ovcur due to ils noise and presence. However, such
instances are expected (o be few and insignificant due to the low populations along the river
corridor. the secrelive nature of the furbearers, the imensive subsistence activity. the iransient
nature of the disiurbance, and the acclimaiion of resident mammals to the considerable vehicle
traffic already on the rivers. " p. 40,

Kuskokwim '

The AGRA 1998 study (cited in the DSFA at 36) includes extensive analysis of mammal 3?,
impacts. On the Kuskokwim., the study found significantly more hare droppings and browsed
piants in control areas than on the hovereraft route, indicating depressed levels of hare

ponaiations in the vicinity of the hovercraft. AGRA 1998 at 20. It also found & significant
correiation of both hare seat (id. at 21) and mammal tracks (ig. at 23) with distance to the
hovercraft route. “In other words, thu proximity of the havercraft passage coincided with

decreased presence of mammals along the shore,™ Id. at 21.

Johnson

On the Johnson, the AGRA study found that “[s|cat of mammals, particularly fox, was also '('O .
[significantly] morc abundant in the control area.” (id.) indicating depressed mammal

population levels in the vicinity of the hovercraft. As with the. Kuskokwim, the study also

[ound that in Lest areas “proximity of the hovereralt passage eoincided with decreased

presenee of birds and mammals along the shore of the Johnson Rjver.™ Id.

Upland Ciame 13jrds

The mention of “birds™ above apparently refers to upland game hirds. A comparison of ‘{ { .
droppings und browse plant utilization between the two rivers indicated that “there were

morc upland game birds. such as ptarmigan, on the Johnson River and that there were also

morc mammals, particularly fox. By contrast, there were more hate on the Kuskokwim

River.” 1d. a1 19. Comparisons of browsc and droppings betwecen test and control areas on the
Johnson indieated signilicantly depressed levels of upland game birds in the vicinity of the
hovercrafi. Although this is the “mammals” section, since the DSUA did not consider impacts

on upland game birds at all | am including reference (o AGRAs results here,



85/16/20868 13:42 16174942789 PAGE 12
May-11-00 11:40A TSD Environmental Program 1—907.—543—2776 P.1l4a

Flushing of Waterfowl

“The resudts of these studies indicate that, under the proposed action, waterjowl would react (o
the hovercrgfi in o mamner similar to the disturbance produced by a motorboal. " p.47.

Not True for Most Ducks and Geese

Actually, study results showed that gecse on the Kuskokwim and ducks on both the Ya,
Kuskokwim and Johnson are significantly more likely Lo flush from the hovercrall than they

arc from motorboats, Although the monitoring team presented no statistical analyses of their

data. they did sumumarize the data according to species. Final Monitoring Report at 40, 41.
Chi-squarc contingency ables constructed from this information reveal the following.

(Valucs of % at 3.84 or more indicate significanl results at p = 0.05, Degrees of freedom for

all cases — 1):

Kugkokwim Geese:

149 of 156 Nushed from hvr (95.5%). 124 of 194 flushed [rom boat 63.9%). x?—350.1.
Kuskokwim Ducks:

429 of 434 flushed from hvr (98.8%). 211 o223 flushed from bout (94.6%). xz - 10.33,
Johnson Ducks:

1468 of 1609 flushed {rom hyr (91.2%). 596 of 764 flushed from boat (78.0%) xz = 81.32

ingonclusive Jur Qther Waterfawl

Chi-square comparisons were noi possibic for other waterfowl because of low pumbers in 43 :
onc or more categorics. (Chi-square tests are generally inappropriale i any cclls have

expected values less than 1 or il 20% or more of the cells have cxpocted values less than 5).

A Giant Flushing Sound

The €1SPS might arguc that even it the hovercrull tends to lush waterfowl significantly more "N s W
often, the absoluic ditferences are not great cnough to make up for the {act that there are more
boats on the river than hovercraft. While this may be so, the distance at which watcrfowl

(lush from the hovercrafl is likely to be much greater than for boats. As comments to the
DPEA from the U.S. Iish and Wildlifc Scrvice (1'WS) pointed out: “The hovereraft has a
sound exposure level ranging over 100 dB at about 200 (1 and about 83.8 dB3 at 4,000 ft! A
level of 83.3 (13 isn’'t all that far (rom 90 d3 — at which poinl 100% fNushing occurs. In other
words. there could be flushing at distanecs of up to about 2/3 of a mile.” Letier from Ann
Rappoport, USFWS to Paul Valihura, ETC, Junc 13, 1997, reprinted in DPIIA Appendix [,
A maving wall of sound 2/3 of a mile in diameter centering on the hovercraft and flushing
most everything in its path would likely pose a significant impact. Flushed birds which
landed aheud of the hovercraft would likely (lush again when the hovercrall caught up, a
process which could repeat scveral times. By contrast, it may be possible for hoats o travel
down the middle of the channcl withiout flushing Jarge numbers on either shore, of at least to
writve) close 10 one bank without Nlushing many birds un the opposite bank. Neither the DSEA
nor the Final Moniloring Report provides any information on how far any of the water crafl
were [rom shore., or on distances to flushed birds. 'This despite the fact that the monitoring
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team supposedly recorded the distance of closest approach 10 each bird group. Finul
Monitoring Report at 0.

Waterfow! Use of River Habitat

“The results of this study indicate that the proposed action of transporting bypass mail using a
hovercrafl would not have significant adverye impacts on waterfow! use of the habital along the
rivers. ' p. 4%. -

‘I'he results of this study arc inconclugive. The large variation in bird numbers for the five Y y b
transects demonstrates that the “control™ areas choscn are probably not good indicators of '
background levels for birds in the test arcas. The hovereraft may or may not be alfecting

waterfowl numbers, but regardlcss of that, something clsc is afTecting them more. ‘That

samething is most likely habitat differences botween the trapsects. This is why the FWS$

stressed the importance of collecting bascline data back in 1995. Lcuer from Ann Rappoport,
USFWS to Yvonne DaC'lunha Weeker, USPS, June 14, 1995, reprinted in DPEA Appendix

G 1F the USPS intends to delay extending the hovercralt route to Tuluksak until after this

summer. | would strongly encourage them to take the opportunity to collect baseline data for

the streteh between Akiak arid Tuluksak now so that comparisons can be made once

hovcrerail aperations begin in the urca.

Breeding Wateriowl
“The results of acrial surveys of waterfow! use on the Kuskolowim river during the demonstration

project indicared no statisiical difference In the distriburion of waterfowl between the control
and operationual areas. " p. S1.

[ncorrect [ligures :

‘T'he reason the monitoring teum found no statistical differcnces is thal they performed the 4s
analysis incorrectly. Not only does the statistical analysis reach incarrcet P values based on

the figures provided (of birds per mile in various categories), those figures arc themselves
incorrect. 1'or instance, 254 birds were ohserved in 4 flyovers ol wansect K-2, which is 2.5

miles lonp. See Final Monitoring Report at 49. The number of birds observed per mile of
transect would therefore be 234 divided by (2.5 x 4), or 25.4 birds per mile. (For purposes of
this discussion the term “birds™ relers to waterfowl.) The Final Monitoring Plan lists this
number as 39.7. Final Monitoring Plan at 50. Almost all the numbers in the tuble are

similarly ofT.

Coryeeted Figures

] have recalculated the tables [rom pages 50 und 60 of the Final Monitoring Report to show L( G
the actual values for Kuskokwim and Johnson aerial transects (assuming that the transcet

lengths and bird counts at least are correct) and am including the revised tables below. In
addition to birds per mile for various categories, the 1ables also include actual bird counts and
transect Jengths in cach category so that the source of the figurcs will be evident, The

catepories [or Total Birds/mile and River Rirdw/mi involved 4 flyovers. so disunces were

14
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multiplied by <. with the exception of transects P-1086, 107, 110 and 112, which involved 3
Nyovers. ““Birds +200/mi” and “J3irds >200/mi” involved 3 [lyovers. “OIf River Birds/mi"
involved one {lyover. for which distance was calculated by adding the “-=200™ and =2200"
distances.

Mann Whitnev Rank Sum Test

"I'he tables also show the corrected P values for the Mann-Whitney Rank Sum ‘Fest, which is
the statistical test supposedly used by the muonitoring team, The test works by ranking values
fram both the contro} and Lest transecly according to highest. second highesl, clc.. and then
summing the ranks of the smaller group (the control group in these cases) o obrain a valuc of
W. The farther W is (rom its expeeted value ol B(W), the lcss are the diflerences between
control and test transeets likely to be due Lo chance. ‘The likelihood ol chance differences is
reflected by the P valuc, By convention, when P is 0.05 or less the differences are considercd
so unlikely to be from chance that they are si guificant.

Corrected Statistical Test Results

As comparison will show, the P values | obtained are all guite different [rom the monitoring
team’s. See Final Monitoring Report at 50, 60. T have included rankings, W valucs, expected
values, standard ermors. and associated Z values so that a reviewer knowledgeable with the
test can follow how I reached my conclusions. The monitoring team has not done this, and it
is not at al! apparcat how they reached the fipures they did.

Sinnificant Differences

e comecied P values show signilicant differences on the Kuskokwim between control and Y é .
test transcets for both ‘Total Birds per Mile of Trangect (P = 0.032). and Birds Per Mile Off
the River (I = 0,023). In other words: 1) The total number of waterfowl is significantly lower
where the hovereraft operates on the Kuskokwim than where it does not; and 2) In May 1998,
sipnificantly tewer birds were found olT the river in areas of the Kuskokwim where the
hovercrafl operates than in arcas where it does not. The lirst of these conclusions is most
noteworthy. since it shows overall impacts involving all the data. [ lowever, the sceond
conclusion is also important becausc it shows impacts on birds just arriving in May to begin
breeding. Such data is not available for 1999, since the monitoring tcam combined their
counts for Junc. July and August. This combination was performed despite the fact that the
purpose of this study was supposcdly o show Lmpacts on brecding waterfowl, (see "Breeding
Watcrfow!™ sections in the Final Monitoring Report at 45 gnd the DSEA at 48), and
waterfow! do not breed in August.

Other Explgpations y
The monitoring team might argue that cotnparisons of total birds per Lranscct are misleading, 7,
11" waterfow] arc particularly atiracted to river habhitat for instance, then the transect with more

river is likely ta have un inherent advantage when comparing overall bird numbers per milc,

Such an advantage would disappear when birds per milc of river bubitat were compared

separatcly, While this is true, it is mercly cause for more investigation. not for throwing out
significant resulrs. Certainly in the case of the Kuskokwim the advantage, if onc exists, did
b s s N R wniln ~F mivar hishitot wrare avamined far 16998 Al\pmprinfﬁ
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#

statistical tests should help determinc to what exicnt, if any. diffcring amounts of river habitat
have affected the results, Using that information it should be possible 1o control for those
offects. In the abscnce of such demonstrations howcever. the significant results should stand.

“The results of the aevlal surveys comparing waterfowl use on the Johnson River with walerfowl
wuse on the Pikmikialik River during the demonsiration project alse indicated no statistical
differences . .. " p. 3L,

This is true. although the corrected P values for (he Johnson are once sgain different from
those obtained by the monitoring wam. See reviscd table, below. lurthermore, although none
of the differences were significant. the data do show a trend towards greater waterfowl
numbcrs in the control transects for 4 of the 5 categories, The menitoring tcam should
provide information on the exicnt to which the trend manifested for the Junc and July 1999
data alonc. since this would be more indicative of cffects on breeding waterfowl. It would
also be interesting Lo parse out the cffect of adding 4 cxtra transects 10 the study in 1999,

Conclusion on the Potential for Impacts from the Proposed Action

*Bused upon the resulls af the two years of monitoring during the demonstration project, no
significant adverse impacis (o waterfowl or birds in general would result from the proposed
action. "' p. 57, '

Monitoring results point Lo significant and potentially significant impacts not oaly to
waterfowl, but also to loca) mammal populations and (o [ish populations. Poor fishing returns
have resulied in disaster declarations for this region for the past two consceutive years. The
peaple of this region can not afford the hovercraft. It is u matter of money in the pocket and
food on the table. s well as of healthy ccosystems and wildlife populations, 1ribal councils
and rosidents from every village scrved by the hovercrall have complained repeatedly of
hovererafl impacts and of the refusal of anyone Lo do anything about them. The time has now
come to stop pretending the hovererall has no harmiul cffects, and o begin working with
triba) councils on a government to government basis instcad of continuing to railroad through
this damaying and fuiled experiment.

Sincercly,

—_—
%’1 J e
Glep Tarr

Environmental Planncr, AVCP
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USPS Responses to Comments from AVCP on the Draft Supplemental
Environmental Assessment for Hovercraft Transport of Alaska Bypass
Mail

The Association of Village Council Presidents (AVCP) submitted untimely comments regarding
the United State Postal Service’s Draft Supplemental Environmental Assessment (DSEA) for
Hovercraft Transport of Alaska Bypass Mail. Despite the fact that these comments were
submitted well after the comment period closed, the following are the USPS responses.
Underlined comments are verbatim comment headings from the letter. The heading was
typically followed by commentary. To aid the reader, the USPS sometimes quotes portions of
the commentary when a specific point was being made. The first two responses to comments
(under the subject Fish) refer to specific comments (put in quotes below) that were not
presented under a heading but also had commentary following it. Again, the responses address
both the comments and following commentary. To further aid the reader, comment numbers
have been added by the USPS.

FISH

1. AVCP Comment: AGRA studyv does not support this conclusion.

Response to AVCP Comment: The comment refers to the following sentences from page 35 of
the SEA: “Similarly, eggs of many other fish species should not be affected, since they too are spawned in
tributaries.

The DPEA (USPS, 1997) conclusion is supported by the results of studies conducted by AGRA
(1998)...”

The comment inappropriately combined these sentences and took them out of context. The
second sentence above is the first and thesis sentence of the next paragraph regarding a
conclusion of the DPEA. The DPEA conclusion mentioned in the DSEA is that operation of the
hovercraft should not have significant beneficial or adverse impacts on important fish in the
Kuskokwim, Johnson, and Pikmiktalik Rivers. This was supported by the overall conclusion of
potential impact on fish and fish habitat in the AGRA report: “Results from this study indicated no
evidence of direct impact on fish or to fish habitat” p.24 (AGRA, 1998).

Subject: Potential Adult Fish Mortality

2. AVCP Comment: This conclusion can only be assumed to apply to direct impacts on adult
salmon

Response to AVCP Comment: The comment refers to the following sentence from page 36 of
the SEA: “Furthermore in its independent study completed for the Calista Elders Council, AGRA (1998)
concluded that the impact on salmon from the hovercraft is not significant”. This statement goes
beyond assumptions. It is directly applicable to adult salmon, as indicated by the section
heading, but to avoid confusion the word “adult” will be added before “salmon” in this
sentence in the Final SEA.

Subject: Potential Juvenile Fish Mortality in Shallow Water Areas



3. AVCP Comment: Monitoring Team Began with Assumption of Impacts Being Highly
Unlikely

Response to AVCP Comment: Contrary to AVCP’s allegation, the monitoring team did not
begin with the pre-conceived assumption that impacts would be unlikely. On the contrary, the
monitoring team objectively investigated the potential for impacts to juvenile fish. The team
looked at beaches and investigated wakes the first year. The monitoring during 1999 was
supplemented with studies involving sampling with beach seines immediately after the
hovercraft’s passage through shallow water to further investigate the possibility of impacts on
juvenile fish.

The contention that the monitoring team did not consider the potential impact from turbulence
under the craft or from the spray from the craft is untrue. The monitoring was modified in 1999
to directly assess potential impacts on juvenile fish in shallow areas of the rivers to address
these exact concerns. The seining studies in shallow water were designed to capture fish
immediately after the hovercraft’s passage to assess whether fish were being injured or killed by
turbulence, or other factors, in shallow water. Additionally, as part of the seining studies, the
beaches adjacent to the seining locations were checked for fish that might have been stranded
from the wake and spray of the hovercraft as it passed by.

It should also be emphasized that monitoring was accomplished at the suggestion and direction
of village elders. The people who have lived in this region have traditional knowledge and it
was based on this knowledge that monitoring objectives were developed. The Postal Service
accomplished the monitoring based on that traditional monitoring.

4. AVCP Comment: DPEA Was Wrong

Response to AVCP Comment: The information presented in the DPEA was correct. The DPEA
was written based on the best information available at the time, in the absence of actual field
data upon which to base these conclusions. The conclusions of the DPEA have been validated
by the results of the extensive monitoring program. The suggestion that there is minimal
potential impact to salmon smolts that migrate at night and remain on bottom during the day is
most likely true for chinook and coho smolts. As stated in the DPEA, smolts of chum, sockeye
salmon commonly migrate during the day.

5. AVCP Comment: Insufficient Information on Areas of High Impact

Response to AVCP Comment: The two seining sites pointed out in the commentary were
control sets without any hovercraft effect present. These two particular sites had a softer,
muddier substrate than did the other sites used in the monitoring and led to more mud in the
seine and an extraordinary amount of net-related mortality. Therefore, the USPS discontinued
use of these sites to avoid biasing the data toward higher mortality at control sites.

During the stranding checks of beaches, the USPS checked for stranded fish to the furthest
extent of the water reach up the beach. During both years, beaches were surveyed by walking at
least two lines parallel to the shore for a measured distance. The length of the beach surveyed
was dependent upon the topography of each site but was typically about 200-300 yards. The
lines were approximately 5 feet apart with the first about 5 feet from the water. Additional lines



were walked as necessary to cover the area that was affected by the wake. The extent was
readily apparent by the wet sand and puddles of water.

6. AVCP Comment: Indications of Problems

Response to AVCP Comment: See comment below on data entry error.

7. AVCP Comment: Data Entry Error

Response to AVCP Comment: The USPS thanks the reviewer for pointing out the data entry
error. However the error in the data point was that BSK-3 was incorrectly labeled and should
have been listed as BSJ-3. The number of dead or injured fish in this seining event was 54,
which compares favorably with the 51 observed in the control seining at this location. This
supports the findings that the hovercraft is not significantly injuring juvenile fish in the Johnson
River.

The commentor points out a duplicate record for control data on the Johnson River (8/21/99, at
10:18am). This error will reduce the dead or injured total for control seinings on the Johnson
River by 3 fish, but will not change the conclusion that the hovercraft is not significantly
injuring juvenile fish in the Johnson River.

After making the two corrections discussed above, the correct proportions of dead or injured
fish are:

Kuskokwim River:  Test (0.7%) Control (1.8%)
Johnson River: Test (3.9%) Control (2.9%)

8. AVCP Comment: Inappropriate Data Removal

Response to AVCP Comment: The data were removed from the data set for appropriate
reasons. The fish in question were alive and uninjured when collected. However, the large
number of fish caught required a longer processing time to clear the seine of fish. These fish
were temporarily enclosed by the seine in very shallow (<6 inches) of water, where the
combination of very warm water (less dissolved oxygen), a large number of fish, and handling
stress led to increasing mortality. During this time in a small volume of very warm water, with
limited dissolved oxygen available, the fish began to expire rapidly. Therefore, the mortality
observed during these sampling events was undoubtedly a result of the extraordinary stress
from handling.

The handling stress during these particular events was greater than anticipated because
unexpectedly large numbers of very small fish, from hundreds to thousands, were caught
during each event. Since the methodology called for counting the number of fish caught in each
sampling event, the sheer number of fish that had to be processed (identified, sized, and
counted) caused a great increase in the amount of time necessary to complete each event. The
increase in processing time undoubtedly led to an increase in the stress on the fish. Therefore,
these events were considered aberrant and it was considered appropriate to omit the results



from these particular events before analyzing the data. This comports with accepted
methodology. See Response No. 16 below.

9. AVCP Comment: More Data Entry Error

Response to AVCP Comment: BSK-2 should be BSJ-2. However this does not change the fact
that both sets were bad sets and the dead and injured fish were an artifact of handling.

10. AVCP Comment: Questionable Timing of Events: “The timing of some of the other seine
observations is suspicious...”

Response to AVCP Comment: To increase the amount of data gathered from beach seine
sampling, two monitoring teams were deployed in separate boats on selected days in August
1999. This accounts for the similar times and proximity of the sampling. A third boat was also
involved at the same time to complete waterfowl observations independent of the fish surveys.

11. AVCP Comment: Paired Data: “The issue of paired samples brings up yet another problem
with this study. To minimize and account for variability from sources other than
presence or absence of the hovercraft, control and test seines should be paired.
They should be taken by the same people at locations and times that are as close
together as possible without influencing each other....”

Response to AVCP Comment: The beach seine sampling was not designed as paired test and
control sets. The “control” sampling was designed to check for injury and mortality arising
from capture and handling. Additionally, the “control” sampling was also done at the request
of the US Fish and Wildlife Service to show that the shallow areas where the “test” sampling
was to take place had juvenile fish present. Based on the numbers of fish caught in both the test
and control events, there were usually fish in these shallow areas.

Although the “test” and “control” sampling were not paired for experimental purposes, the
“control” sampling was done at the same beach areas, but downstream of the “test” sampling
locations on a given day, and were conducted by the same field team. The “control” sampling
was also conducted before the hovercraft passed through the area.

12. AVCP Comment: Inappropriate Statistical Test:

Response to AVCP Comment: The suggestion of using the Wilcoxon paired rank test is
inappropriate because the sampling was not conducted as paired sets. Rather, the use of a Chi-
square contingency table to test whether the frequency of dead or injured fish caught was
independent of or dependent on the type of seine set was appropriate.

13. AVCP Comment: Sampling Locations and Sampling Bias: “Finally, the monitoring team did
not sample equally at each site. Instead, they apparently took many more
samples at sites showing less hovercraft impact....”




Response to AVCP Comment: The monitoring frequency at each location was not determined
in any way by the proportions of dead or injured fish caught, but rather by logistical
considerations on a given day, such as the time required to reach a certain location before the
hovercraft passed by and the tide level at a given time. Therefore, sampling locations and
frequencies were adjusted in the field as conditions dictated, without any consideration given to
proportions of dead or injured fish caught. Every effort was made to ensure that sampling
locations were similar. Furthermore, the claim that specific sampling locations would result in
less injured fish than others during the sampling is unsupportable. Experience shows that the
tide levels, river flow, time of day, and location of the fish migrating all change continually.
These dynamic conditions at each site preclude the ability to predict the probability of finding
more or less fish at a given site, as suggested by the comment.

The sampling locations were appropriate, as shown by the final results where similar numbers
of fish were caught in both “test” and “control” samples (4,044 and 4,782, respectively) and
similar numbers of dead or injured fish were found (80 and 116, respectively).

The commentary regarding use of data that were omitted prior to analysis is addressed by the
response to Comment 8 Inappropriate Data Removal.

14. AVCP Comment: Not True for Kuskokwim, Inconclusive for Johnson

Response to AVCP Comment: The statement: “these data indicate that the passage of the hovercraft
did not significantly harm fish and the act of seining was responsible for most of the injury and mortality
observed” on p.37 of the SEA remains true.

The statement is supported by the fact that 4,044 fish were caught in test seine sets and only 80
(1.9%) of these were dead or injured, and that similar numbers, 4782 fish of which 116 (2.4%)
were dead or injured, were observed in control seine sets. As explained previously, including
inappropriate data points, making incorrect statistical analyses, as well as other fundamentally
improper assumptions will provide results that do not properly portray the scientific results
obtained from the monitoring.

15. AVCP Comment: May Not Combine Effects to Lessen Impacts: “Where significant effects
are found for one region but not another however, it is not appropriate under the
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) or the Coastal Zone Management
Act (CZMA) to combine impacts of the two regions in order to reach a
conclusion of no significant impact overall.”

Response to AVCP Comment: As documented in the DSEA, the differences in mortality
between test and control events were similar within each river and in the combined data set.
These results show that there is no significant impact in either river or in both rivers combined.

16. AVCP Comment: Enough Were Harmed to Demonstrate a Serious Potential for Significant
Impacts: “The low overall average incidence of dead or injured fish reported
from the test sets (80 out of 4,044, or 1.9%) does leave the impression of limited
overall impact. However, if the USPS includes results from the test seine left out




of the data for “fish just post-larval, very warm water” on August 14, the figure
jumps to 13.28%.”

Response to AVCP Comment: The fish from this test event were clearly harmed by
extraordinary handling stress and should not be included in the data set. As stated earlier,
similar seining sites were selected based on gradient, substrate, and other physiographic
features.

When conducting fieldwork, conditions sometimes arise that cause bad data to be generated
due to conditions uncontrollable by the study team and these data must be excluded prior to
analysis. Thus, it is appropriate to assess the usability of data based on sound scientific reasons
before one evaluates the data. If the usability of the data is not assessed prior to analysis, then
the use of poor quality data that arise from artifacts of sampling can lead to erroneous
conclusions. Also note the responses to Comments 8 and 13 regarding “Inappropriate Data
Removal” and “Sampling Locations and Sampling Bias”.

The inclusion of the omitted seine sets from the data analysis shows that the USPS was not
trying to hide anything from the reader. Otherwise, these data could have been excluded from
the report because they were unusable. However, it is appropriate and truthful to identify these
data points as poor samples on the data logs and to not use them in the data analysis.

The conclusion that statement: “these data indicate that the passage of the hovercraft did not
significantly harm fish and the act of seining was responsible for most of the injury and mortality
observed” on page 37 of the SEA remains true.

17. AVCP Comment: Estimate of Impact: “In comparison to the test seines, if the USPS
similarly includes the excluded control data from August 14%, the percentage of
dead or injured in the control seines increases to 7.66%.”

Response to AVCP Comment: As mentioned above, these data are unusable for valid scientific
reasons. The mortality observed was attributable to extraordinary handling stress and was
therefore omitted from the overall evaluation. As shown by the data, essentially all of the
mortality observed was an artifact of the act of seining and not an impact from the hovercraft.

Subject: Stranding at Landing Sites
18. AVCP Comment: Hovercraft Schedule

Response to AVCP Comment: The DSEA is evaluating the proposed action as described in the
document.

19. AVCP Comment: Migration Dates: “...there would be 5 weeks during which chum fry
would be subject to strandings.”

Response to AVCP Comment: It is possible that chum smolts could potentially exposed to
hovercraft operations for five weeks. Four weeks was used as an average estimate given that
breakup occurs very late in certain years. However, when using 5 weeks instead of 4 weeks, the
estimate of potentially stranded chum fry is 175 per year at landing sites on the Kuskokwim



River. This number of stranded fry would be a negligible fraction of the chum salmon
population, considering the numbers of chum salmon fry in the river at this time. Furthermore,
considering all the sources of mortality in salmon populations from the time they are fry to
when they return to the Kuskokwim River, the impact on salmon fry at landing sites would not
be measurable in the numbers of returning salmon. This changes does affect the conclusion in
the DSEA of no significant impacts.

20. AVCP Comment: Arrivals and Departures: “Third, the monitoring team only searched for
stranded fry after the hovercraft arrived at a landing site. There is no reason to
think the hovercraft wouldn’t be just as capable of stranding fish during its
departure.”

Response to AVCP Comment: The people who live in the village have local knowledge of fish
resources. This traditional knowledge has been developed over many generations and is very
important to understanding potential impacts. It was the result of a report from the village of
Napaskiak that small fish were being washed up on shore when the hovercraft landed that the
monitoring was based. Based on this traditional knowledge fish monitoring was needed to
observe landings not departures. In addition, although departures were not checked, the
reasoning was that fish are likely pushed away as the hovercraft approaches the river and thus
would not be pushed up on shore and thus potentially stranded.

21. AVCP Comment: Bethel Landings: “Finally, the monitoring team’s calculation leaves out
landings at Bethel.”

Response to AVCP Comment: The Bethel landing site was not included in the monitoring and
stranding estimates because of the nature of this landing. The Bethel landing is not
characteristic of the other landing sites. The Bethel landing ramp is a steep gradient in a highly
disturbed area directly adjacent to where gravel barges dock routinely. Therefore, this site was
not considered appropriate for characterizing the impacts of the hovercraft at the other landing
sites, which were typically low gradient. Additionally, the monitoring team frequently used the
Bethel landing for logistical purposes such as staging, picking up and dropping off team
members, and waiting for others, throughout the monitoring campaigns, and never found any
stranded fish there.

22. AVCP Comment: Expected Number Found: “This brings the calculation to: [(5 villages x 5
weeks x (3 arrivals + 3 departures per week) + (1 village x 5 weeks x (6 arrivals +
6 departures per week)] x 2.5 chum = 525 chum...”

Response to AVCP Comment: Based on the responses above, the USPS disagrees with the
basis, inputs, and results of this comment. The USPS agrees that a 5 week period for chum fry
migration is reasonable. However the USPS disagrees with the stranding potential for
departures and the addition of Bethel as an additional village in the calculation. In addition, the
calculations are based on the schedule presented in the DSEA. Therefore, the estimation is
based on [(5 weeks x 2 days per week x 4 villages)+ (5 weeks x 3 days per week x 2 villages)] x
2.5 chum = 175 chum fry.



23. AVCP Comment: Fry Stranded vs. Fry Found: “The monitoring team assumed their
searches found 100% of all fish stranded, regardless of the type of substrate....”

Response to AVCP Comment: While the use of a scaling factor such as this might be useful at
certain locations, the nature of the substrate in the Kuskokwim and Johnson rivers would make
the use of such a factor unnecessary. The substrate mentioned in Hartman'’s study (Some
Impacts From the use of a Hovercraft on the Iskut River, G.F. Hartman, June 1996) consisted of an
abundance of small debris overlying gravel and cobble, which is not in any way similar to the
fine sand and mud substrate beach found along the Kuskokwim and Johnson rivers. The
beaches and landings that were checked for stranding in this study had very little debris and
were generally smooth sandy beaches where stranded fish were readily apparent. A small
number of fish could have been missed, but this would not have been frequent because of the
intense search pattern employed during the searches for stranded fish. Additionally, since the
searches were conducted immediately after the hovercraft had passed (as opposed to the much
longer times used in the Iskut River study), there was little chance for birds to eat stranded fish
before the search was completed, nor were any birds observed doing so. Thus the use of a
scaling factor is unnecessary and inappropriate.

Furthermore, in Hartman'’s study some of the fish that were counted were in an advanced state
of decomposition, which would necessitate using such a scaling factor because of the time lag
between the strandings and the observations. In contrast, the observations in this study were
conducted immediately or very soon after the hovercraft had passed, thus eliminating this
potential source of error.

24. AVCP Comment: Revised Estimate of Chum Stranded at Landing Sites: “This brings the
total number stranded at landing sites per year to at least 525 x 20 = 10,500
chum.”

Response to AVCP Comment: As explained above, using a scaling factor (i.e. 20) is
unnecessary and inappropriate because of the characteristics of the beaches and landing sites
and the methods used to conduct the searches in this study. However, the revised estimate of
the stranding impact using a five-week exposure period is 175 chum salmon fry per year, as
compared to the original estimate of 140 chum fry per year, based on a four-week period. This
revised estimate does not change the conclusion that the number of stranded fry would be a
negligible fraction of the chum salmon population, considering the numbers of chum salmon
fry in the river during this period. Furthermore, considering all the sources of mortality in
salmon populations from the time they are fry to when they return to the Kuskokwim River, the
impact on salmon fry at landing sites would not be measurable in the numbers of returning
salmon.

25. AVCP Comment: Revised Estimate of Whitefish Stranded at Landing Sites: “...x 20
whitefish stranded per whitefish found = at least 19,936 stranded whitefish per
year.

Response to AVCP Comment: As explained above, using a scaling factor (i.e. 20) is

unnecessary and inappropriate because of the characteristics of the beaches and landing sites
and the methods used to conduct the searches in this study. The revised estimate, using 0.71-
stranded whitefish fry per landing and 520 landings, is 369 whitefish fry potentially stranded



per year, as compared with the original estimate of 420 whitefish fry per year. The 369 stranded
whitefish fry would be a negligible fraction of the whitefish population, considering the large
numbers of whitefish fry in the river. Furthermore, considering all the sources of mortality in
whitefish populations from the time they are fry to when they mature, the impact on whitefish
populations from stranding at landing sites is insignificant.

Subject: Stranding from Operating in Shallow Water and Near Shore

26. AVCP Comment: Insupportable Assumptions: “First of all, 4 chum salmon found per 900
yards searched yields 1 fish every 225 yards, no every 250.”

Response to AVCP Comment: The simple summation of total yards divided by the total fish is
one of the basic mistakes made by the layperson in assessing potential impacts. Itis
inappropriate to sum the total yards surveyed and divide by the total fish observed to calculate
the overall fish stranded per yard of beach. There are not 900 observations of one-yard length,
but rather 5 observations of stranded fish per yard, with varying lengths observed. The
appropriate approach is to calculate the fish stranded per yard for each individual observation
event because this method accounts for differences in fish density in the shallows on any given
observation day. This approach is appropriate because the beach and stranding conditions
were comparable among observations, but fish density could not be controlled for. Therefore,
the USPS stands by the calculation of 0.004 fish per yard for stranded chum fry.

27. AVCP Comment: Percentage Over Shallow Water: “This is going to be considerably
higher.”

Response to AVCP Comment: The USPS feels that the range estimated for low-gradient
beaches would adequately cover the percentage of shallow water present because the majority
of the shallow areas are associated with low-gradient beach areas. In developing the 0.5 to 5
percent estimate, the USPS considered that the hovercraft runs though shallow areas,
particularly around sharp bends in the river. This estimate was developed based on personal
observations of the hovercraft operation, field conditions, and field experience by the
monitoring team on similar projects.

28. AVCP Comment: Revised Estimate of Chum Stranded by Shallow Water Pass-bys: “...this
translates to 1,564 fry. And at 20 fry total for every one found, the total number
of chum stranded comes to at least 31,289 chum per year.”

Response to AVCP Comment: As stated above, the USPS does not concur with the
assumptions used in the estimate presented in the comment and this value appears to be
grossly overestimated for the reasons discussed above. The revised estimate using a 5-week
period in the river for chum smolts, and the other assumptions listed in the DSEA, is 70 to 704
chum fry stranded per year. This result does not change the conclusion in the DSEA that the
number of stranded fry would be a negligible fraction of the chum salmon population,
considering the numbers of chum salmon fry in the river during this period. Furthermore,
considering all the sources of mortality in salmon populations from the time they are fry to
when they return to the Kuskokwim River, the impact on salmon fry at landing sites would not
be measurable in the numbers of returning salmon.



29. AVCP Comment: Corrected Estimate of Whitefish per Yard: “Total yards of beach searched
for those 34 tests was 6,925. Twenty two fish in 6,925 yards = 0.0032 fish per
yard.”

Response to AVCP Comment: The method used to arrive at this estimate is incorrect (see
response above for Comment 26 Insupportable Assumptions). However, the estimate
presented in the DSEA needs to be slightly changed because the average for the fish per yard
observations was calculated incorrectly using the wrong denominator. The correct estimate
should be 0.0029 fish per yard, as compared to the estimate presented in the DSEA of 0.0025 fish
per yard. This change does not change the conclusions stated in the DSEA that the number of
whitefish fry potentially stranded would be a negligible fraction of the whitefish population,
considering the large numbers of whitefish fry in the river.

30. AVCP Comment: Revised Estimate of Whitefish Stranded by Shallow Water Pass-bys: “A
more accurate but still conservative estimate would be 0.00032 whitefish found
per yd x 1760 yds/mi x 622 total mi/wk x 0.10 shallow water distance/total
distance x 26 wks x 20 whitefish per whitefish found = at least 182,161 stranded
whitefish fry.”

Response to AVCP Comment: This number appears to be grossly overestimated for the reasons
discussed in the responses above. The estimate presented in the DSEA (356 to 3558) has been
changed in the FSEA to 413 to 4127 whitefish fry stranded per year. This revision does not
change the conclusion of the DSEA that the number of whitefish fry potentially stranded would
be a negligible fraction of the whitefish population, considering the large numbers of whitefish
fry in the river.

Subject: Stranding From Unplanned Stops on Beaches

31. AVCP Comment: Revised Estimate of Whitefish Stranded by Unplanned Stops: “...figuring
in an estimated 20 fish present per fish found yields 2800 whitefish fry stranded
per year at unplanned stops.”

Response to AVCP Comment: As discussed above, using a factor of 20 fish for each fish found
is inappropriate for this study. The correct estimate as presented in the DSEA is about 140
whitefish fry stranded per year at unplanned stops.

32. AVCP Comment: Other Fish: “Additionally, the monitoring team also found 11 sucker fry
stranded...40 unplanned stops x 11 fish per 6 stops x 20 fish per fish found = an
additional 1,467 fish...”

Response to AVCP Comment: It is recognized that other fish can be stranded, but again using a
factor of 20 fish per fish found is inappropriate. Other fish were stranded so infrequently, that
they were clearly not significant.



33. AVCP Comment: Unplanned Stops Yield Unusually High Results

Response to AVCP Comment: As discussed, the calculations only involved whitefish because
that is the focus of the paragraph and the calculations were done correctly. Although the
comment presents several points, these are only conjecture and there is no basis to accept them.

34. AVCP Comment: Implications for Hovercraft Travel over Sandbars

Response to AVCP Comment: This comment is pure speculation with no supporting evidence
to back it up. One cannot use the data obtained from the unplanned stops to extrapolate to
sandbar crossings because during normal operations the hovercraft is traveling above hump
speed, which was not the case when it made the unplanned stops. Therefore, use of these non-~
typical landing events to speculate on potential impacts from sandbars crossings is
inappropriate.

Subject: Summary of Potential for Stranding Juvenile Fish

35. AVCP Comment: Salmon: “Based on review of the existing data, the total number of chum
salmon fry stranded on an annual basis would be at least 10,500 at landing sites +
31,289 from shallow water pass-bys = 41,789 chum.”

Response to AVCP Comment: These numbers are grossly overestimated, due to the use of
inappropriate assumptions, as pointed out in the responses to Comments 24 and 28 (Revised
Estimate of Chum Stranded at Landing Sites and Revised Estimate of Chum Stranded by
Shallow Water Pass-bys). The USPS stands by the revised estimate above and the statement in
the DSEA that the number of coho fry stranded would be expected to be similar and number of
chinook, sockeye, and pink fry stranded would be expected to be far less.

36. AVCP Comment: Whitefish

Response to AVCP Comment: These numbers are grossly overestimated, due to the use of
inappropriate assumptions, as pointed out in the responses to Comments 25 and 29 (Revised
Estimate of Whitefish Stranded at Landing Sites and Revised Estimate of Whitefish Stranded by
Shallow Water Pass-bys). The USPS stands by the revised estimate above and the statement in
the DSEA that the number of whitefish fry potentially stranded per year is not significant given
that it represents about 1 to 6 adult whitefish per year.

37. AVCP Comment: Other

Response to AVCP Comment: These numbers are grossly overestimated, due to the use of
inappropriate assumptions, as pointed out in the response to Comment 32 Other Fish. The
USPS stands by the statement in the DSEA that there will be no significant adverse impact on
fish associated with the proposed action.



38. AVCP Comment: Shallow Water Impacts: “The figures are in addition to fish killed or
injured in shallow water but not stranded, for which a reasonably conservative
estimate would run about 5.62% of fish present.”

Response to AVCP Comment: The actual potential non-stranding impact to fish in shallow
water is much lower than this as indicated by the results of the shallow water beach seine
studies (see response to Comment 17 Estimate of Impact). These results indicated that the
hovercraft did not significantly harm juvenile fish in shallow water and that most of the
mortality and injury observed came from the capture and handling of the fish. The correct
values are 2.0% for test and 2.4% for control, indicating a negative 0.4%, which is equivalent to
zero percent impact, as compared to the incorrect and unsupported value of 5.62% suggested in
the comment.

Mammals

39. AVCP Comment: Kuskokwim: “The AGRA 1998 study included extensive analysis of
mammal impacts...”

Response to AVCP Comment: A cause and effect relationship between the hovercraft and the
observations was not demonstrated in the AGRA study. It is likely that other factors are
influencing their results. For example, no evidence is presented that AGRA controlled for
habitat quality within each of their habitat types. Secondly, the proximity of the area sampled
and the use of this area for subsistence harvests could be an important factor affecting the
results.

The AGRA report does not appear to represent an extensive study for any impacts, specifically
mammals. Due to the short time period of the study, and other shortcomings, the report
appears to be more of a casual observation, i.e., a “snap shot” and although useful for
conversational purposes, it is the Postal Service’s opinion that it does not establish scientifically
valid results. The study, as compared to the USPS study, falls short for the following reasons: 1)
monitoring methodologies were not peer reviewed by resource agencies prior to conducting the
study; 2) the AGRA report itself was not peer reviewed by resource agencies; 3) the monitoring
staff appears to have been less experienced and had fewer credentials; 4) a much smaller
monitoring staff spent much less time in the field; 5) no draft report was provided for comments
by resource agencies or the public; 6) no maps, location coordinates, or sampling locations were
provided; and 7) the AGRA team used very limited sampling points, raising question about the
statistical validity of the findings. Therefore, it is the Postal Service’s opinion that little or no
credence can be given to the AGRA study, in contrast to the USPS’s long-term, rigorous,
scientific and peer-reviewed study.

40. AVCP Comment: Johnson

Response to AVCP Comment: See response to Comment 39 Kuskokwim.

41. AVCP Comment: Upland Game Birds




Response to AVCP Comment: See response to Comment 39 Kuskokwim.

Waterfowl

Subject: Flushing of Waterfowl
42. AVCP Comment: Not True for Most Ducks and Geese

Response to AVCP Comment: As documented in the Summary Report, waterfowl flush the
majority of the time in response to either craft. Although the commentor claims a significant
difference exists in flushing, the key point as shown in the subsequent aerial monitoring, is that
the flushing effect does not affect the overall availability of the resource for subsistence harvest
because the birds do not leave the area. This point was documented in the DPEA and
supported by the decision of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit (Akiak Native
Community vs. USPS, Case: 98-35466, 05/25/00).

43. AVCP Comment: Inconclusive for Other Waterfowl

Response to AVCP Comment: The fact that there are low numbers of other waterfowl species
in both the hovercraft and control areas shows that these species do not extensively use the
river habitat, and thus there is little potential for impact.

44 a. AVCP Comment: A Giant Flushing Sound

Response to AVCP Comment: It was recognized in the Summary Report that the hovercraft
flushes waterfowl. As stated above in the response to Comment 42, the key point is not
whether they flush, but rather whether they leave the area after flushing. It was conclusively
shown in the motorboat and aerial surveys that waterfowl are not being driven from the area.

Subject: Waterfowl Use of River Habitat

44 b. AVCP Comment: The results of the study are inconclusive.

Response to AVCP Comment: The USPS feels that the results of the study were

conclusive based upon the variation observed and captured within the study. A total of 337
miles of transects were surveyed by motorboat, with 1311 waterfowl observed, and
approximately 1780 miles of aerial transects were surveyed over 2 years, with 4865 waterfowl
observed. Based on the analysis of the results of these surveys, there does not appear to be an
effect on waterfowl use of river habitat.

Furthermore, the people who live in the village have local knowledge of waterfowl resources.
This traditional knowledge has been developed over many generations and is very important to
understanding potential impacts. Based on the traditional knowledge, these transects were
discussed with village elders and it was agreed that they provided the proper representation of
habitat. In addition, these transects were also reviewed by the local resource agencies and the
general public who did not disagree with their locations. )



Waterfowl use of the Kuskokwim and Gweek rivers was significantly less than waterfowl use
on the slough, but use of the Kuskokwim River and the Gweek River was not significantly
different. Since the Kuskokwim River has more boat traffic than the Gweek River, fewer
waterfowl might have been expected to use the Kuskokwim River. These observations suggest
that multiple factors, such as habitat quality, affect waterfowl use of these areas.

The USPS stands by the conclusion present in the DSEA that the results of the study indicate
that the proposed action would not have significant adverse impacts on waterfowl use of the
habitat along the rivers.

Subject: Breeding Waterfowl
45. AVCP Comment: Incorrect Figures

Response to AVCP Comment: The figures and tables have been corrected as part of an erratum
that will accompany the Final SEA. However, the statistical conclusions and p-values are correct
as presented and no significant differences were found.

46. AVCP Comment: Significant Differences

Response to AVCP Comment: No significant differences in waterfowl abundance were found
between the control transects and hovercraft operational area transects. Thus, no effect from the
hovercraft is shown by these data.

47. AVCP Comment: Other Explanations

Response to AVCP Comment: The results were standardized by length of a given habitat on
each transect to account for just such a bias. Therefore the standardized results are directly
comparable and no significant differences were found between control and operational areas in
any of the habitats. ‘

SEA Conclusion on the Potential for Impacts from the Proposed Action

The comments and responses above do not change the conclusions presented in the DSEA. The
results of the monitoring show no significant impacts to fish, mammals, or waterfowl.
Although some impact to juvenile fish in shallow water, mostly from stranding at landing sites,
was documented, it has been shown that this impact is quite small considering the vast
numbers of salmon and whitefish fry found in these rivers each year and is clearly insignificant.
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Appendix F - Fish and Wildlife Species Discussed in Text

Common Name

Scientific Name

Fish

Arctic grayling
Alaska blackfish
Chinook salmon
Chum salmon
Coho salmon
Humpback whitefish
Northern pike
Pink salmon
Round whitefish
Sheefish

Sockeye salmon

Thymallus arcticus

Dallia pectoralis
Oncorhynchus tshawytscha
Oncorhynchus keta
Oncorhynchus kisutch
Coregonus pidschian

Esox lucius

Oncorhynchus gorbuscha
Prosopium cylindraceum
Stendos leucichthys

Oncorhynchus nerka

Mammals
Beaver
Beluga whale
Black bear
Caribou
Grizzly bear
Lynx

Mink

Moose

Pine marten
Red fox
River otter

Short-tailed weasel

Castor canadensis
Acipenser huso
Ursus americanus
Rangifer tarandus
Ursus arctos

Felis lynx

Mustela vison
Alces alces
Martes americana
Vulpes vuilpes
Lutra canadensis

Mustela erminea

Birds
American peregrine falcon

Bald eagle

Falco peregrinus anatum

Haliaeetus leucocephalus
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Appendix G - Noise Computational Methodology

This Appendix is a more detailed presentation of the material in Section 4.8, including terminology and
a computational example.

Acoustic Terminology

Day-Night Average Sound Level (DNL, denoted by the symbol La). Lan is a 24-hour, time-averaged Lae (see
definition below), adjusted for average-day sound source operations. The adjustment includes a 10-dB
penalty for operations, denoted by the symbol N, occurring between 10:00 pm and 7.00 am, local time.
Lgn is computed as follows:

Ldn = Lag + 10><10g1o[NDAY + Neve + 10xNwignr] - 49.4  (dB)

where

Lae =  Sound Exposure Level in dBA (defined below);

Noay =  number of operations between 7:00 am and 7:00 pm, local time;

Neve =  number of operations between 7:00 pm and 10:00 pm, local time;

Nnigrr =  number of operations between 10:00 pm and 7:00 am, local time;

494 = a normalization constant which spreads the acoustic energy associated with hovercraft

operations over a 24 hour period, i.e., 10xlog1(86,400 sec per day) = 49.4 dB.

Given the assumption that all AP.1-88 operations occur between 7:00 am and 10:00 pm, local time, the
Lan equation reduces to the following:

Lan = Lae + 10x]logoN - 49.4 = Laeq2en (dB)

Decibel. A unit of measure used to describe relative difference in power, usually between acoustic or
electric signals, equal to one-tenth the base-10 logarithm of the ratio of two levels. For the purposes of
this document, the reference level is 20 microPascals (uPa), or the threshold of human hearing.

Maximum A-Weighted Sound Level with slow-scale response characteristics (MXSA, denoted by the symbol Lasm).
The maximum A-weighted sound level associated with a given event (see Figure J.1). Slow-scale
response effectively damps a signal as if it were to pass through a low-pass filter with a time constant
of 1000 milliseconds.

Sound Exposure Level (SEL, denoted by the symbol Lag). Lae is equal to ten times the logarithm to the base
ten of the ratio of a given time integral of squared, instantaneous A-weighted sound pressure, divided
by the squared reference sound pressure of 20 yPa, and normalized to a one-second duration. The time
integral must be long enough to include a majority of the sound source's acoustic energy. As a
minimum, this integral should encompass the 10 dB down points. For the purposes of the data
presented in this document, Lar was computed using data encompassed by the 15 dB down points (see
Figure F.1).



L.: Data for the AP.1-88

Computed noise levels at Bethel and nine remote Alaskan villages due to AP.1-88 hovercraft operations
are presented in this Appendix. The noise levels were computed using a methodology similar to that
used by the Federal Aviation Administration’s (FAA) Integrated Noise Model (INM) (Fleming, et al.,
1997). Specifically, the Volpe Center’s Acoustics Facility performed a noise characterization study of
the AP.1-88 (Roof, et al., 1996), including the development of a Noise-Power-Distance (NPD) database
of the craft. Summarized in Table F.1, this data base, along with other pertinent operational
information, was used to obtain the Lag for the residential structure in each village which was expected
to be subjected to the greatest noise impact due to AP.1-88 operations. The Lae values were then used
to compute the Lan values for each village, which are presented in Table F.2.

The pass-by Lag values presented in Table F-1 are those generated by the AP.1-88 under typical power
and cruise-speed operating conditions, and normalized to Standard-Day Atmospheric conditions, i.e.,
temperature of 15°C and relative humidity of 70%. Average temperatures for the villages may be less
than this, but generally lower temperatures coincide with lower levels of humidity and greater sound
absorption (i.e., lower sound levels). The distance values presented in the table represent the closest
point of approach between the AP.1-88 and an observer location, in this case the closest residential
structure in each Alaskan village. Another very important assumption inherent in these data is that the
AP.1-88 travels along an infinitely long, straight path, or a straight path which is long enough to
include the majority of the AP.1-88's acoustic energy. The latter appeared to be a reasonable
assumption for pass-by operations of the craft, given the proposed AP.1-88 routing information
provided by Alaska Hovercraft JV. It should be noted that detailed information for distances in the
village of Tuluksak is currently not available. As such, a worst-case distance to closest residence value
of 300 feet, as observed in Atmautluak, was chosen for Tuluksak.

Table F.1 LAE Data for AP.1-88 Pass-by Events

Pass-by Distance (ft) Lae (dB)
200 100.8
400 97.0
630 94.8
1000 | 92.3
2000 88.4
4000 83.8

Additionally, it was determined in the noise characterization study that the Lag value for a
typical approach/departure operation of the AP.1-88, defined as the combination of a single
approach and departure, is as follows:



Approach/Departure Lag at 100 ft: 98.3 dB

This value represents the arithmetic average of the Lag values measured for the combined
approach/departure operations (Roof et al.). The distance of 100 ft refers to the distance
between the craft and the receiver at the stop and start of each approach and departure test,
respectively.

SAMPLE L4n CALCULATION

This section presents a step-by-step example of using the Lar data presented in Section 4.8 to
compute the resultant Lan at the Alaskan village of Akiachak due to the proposed introduction
of the AP.1-88 hovercraft. Lan, defined in the Terminology section, is the most commonly used
noise descriptor for assessing community noise impact.

Figures F.2 and F.3 show “Lan or Laeg2an” versus distance for a single operation of the AP.1-88
hovercraft. It should be noted that the Lan and Laeq24n noise descriptors are equivalent to each other,
given that the assumed hours of operation for the AP.1-88 are 7:00 am to 10:00 p.m., local time.

Figure F.2 presents pass-by configuration data. These data are nothing more than a graphical
representation of the Lag data presented in Table F.1, with a constant value of 49.4 dB subtracted from
them. This constant value is simply a normalization constant which spreads the acoustic energy
associated with AP.1-88 operations over a 24 hour period, i.e., 10x10g10(86,400 sec per day) = 49.4 dB.
The pass-by curve (Figure F.2) is conservative in that it assumes propagation over an "acoustically
hard" surface (e.g., water or concrete). Note: It is expected that propagation for the pass-by operations
will occur primarily over water in the vicinity of Bethel, AK, since the Postal Service has required that
all operations associated with the proposed mail delivery service take place on the area waterways.
Propagation over ground surfaces that are not considered acoustically hard, will likely result in lower
sound levels, as compared with propagation over water.

Figure F.3 presents three curves representing the approach/departure configuration data. These were
derived using the average approach/departure Lak value of 98.3 dB at 100 feet, which is highlighted in
the figure with the "boxed asterisk.” The middle curve, originating at the known data point, represents
sound absorption over an "acoustically soft" surface. It is drawn assuming a slope of 7.5 dB per
doubling of distance (dB/dd) which is considered typical over ground types such as short-grass-
covered terrain. The lower curve (greater ground attenuation effect, re the 7.5 dB/dd curve) represents
sound absorption over softer, more absorptive ground, typical of thick vegetation or terrain covered
with freshly fallen snow. The upper curve (less ground attenuation effects, re the 7.5 dB/dd curve)
represents sound absorption over an "acoustically hard" surface. For all computations presented herein
and for independent application of this assessment methodology, the upper, more conservative curve
(least ground attenuation affect, re the 7.5 dB/dd curve) is used. This conservative approach ensures
that any errors inherent in the process will result in an over-prediction of the noise level.

The following is a step-by-step computation of the Lan descriptor for the village of Akiachak. It is
considered to be typical of the other villages in the vicinity of Bethel, as well:



Given: 3 pass-by operations per week;
3 approach/departure operations per week;
a pass-by distance to the nearest residential structure (at closest-point-of-approach) of 1500 ft;

a distance of 500 ft between landing site and nearest residential structure;
Step 1: Use the "Lan Or Laeqan” curve (Figure J-3) to obtain the Lqa value for a pass-by distance of
1500 ft.

Lan(pass-by) = 41.0 dB

Step 2: Use the uppermost "Lan Or Laeqan” curve (Figure J-3) to obtain the Lan value for an
approach/departure at a distance of 500 ft.

Lan(app/dep) = 38.5 dB

Note: The Lq, values found in Steps 1 and 2 are for a single, daily operation only. The remainder of the
steps must be carried through in order to calculate a final Lan.

Step 3: Using "dB-addition", calculate the overall Lqn for a single, daily operation.
41.0 dB + 38.5 dB = 10xlog(10410/10 4. 10(85)/10) = 42.9 dB

Step 4: Compute the average number of daily approach/departure operations and pass-by
operations.

3 approach/departures per week = 0.43 operations per day
3 pass-bys per week = 0.43 operations per day

Note: These calculations assume that all operations occur between 7:00 am and 10:00 pm local time. If
this is not the case, this process is not applicable.

Step 5: Compute Lan taking into account operations.

Lanw/ ops) = 42.9 dB + 10xlog10(0.43 + 0.43) = 42.3 dB
Final L4, = 42.3 dB

This final L4n can now be compared with two commonly referenced noise impact criteria, that of the
FAA and that of the FTA. The FAA uses a 65 dB Lax limit for determining noise-compatible residential
land use. In addition, assuming an ambient noise level of 40 dB as representative, FTA criteria state
that "no impact” occurs when project noise levels, in this case noise levels due to AP.1-88 operations,
are less than approximately 50 dB Lan. In the case of the Akiachak sample calculation, both criteria are
satisfied.



DISCUSSION

The final Lay values computed for the residential structure in each village that is expected to be
subjected to the greatest noise impact due to AP.1-88 operations are presented in Table E.2. These
values were based on the best available site data as determined from USGS topographic maps, aerial
photographs of the villages provided by Aeromaps of Anchorage, AK, and landing site locations as
provided by Alaska Hovercraft JV. As presented, the Lqs value for each village satisfies both the FAA
and FTA noise-impact criteria discussed in Section 4.8. If deemed necessary, fishing camps along the
rivers may be considered during future monitoring programs.

Also presented in Table F.2 is the maximum allowable increase in average weekly operations without
incurring a significant noise impact, as defined by the more stringent FTA criteria, for each village.
These data are not representative if there are changes in other operational variables, e.g., landing site
locations.



"bE6 L Jequisidag pue £861 aunp usamiaq uaxe; sydeibojoyd [eLee WOl POALISP 819M SBOUBISIP pUR SINJONIIS JO SUOHEDO| ‘Nesynin jo uondsdxe ayr YA 910N

g1zl o'LE 0'L8 Sl 0S¢ LVN) LVND VN) NvsninL
e'gy oIy oLy Sl 0S¢ LVN) LVN) CYN) MNHOLIAYNNN
68l oGy 098 /S0 629 gy Al 05zl WVINSVAYN
611 oLy 0% (50 /¢ Y% ol zool NVINVAYN
7'eesl 9'Sg 0'8C 50 5991 LYND VN) LVND NNTHLIMN
eel L'y LYN) SVN) LYND SOy L'l 00S MNTOISYM
16 o8y LVND LVND LYND o'sy gl'L gL WYNTLOVINLY
9'68p 0ze 0ze 00'L gzll LVN) LVN) LYN) NVINY
8'0¢ g'ey g'8e (S0 00S oLy (S0 0051 MVYHOVINY
8'¢C Loy LVND LVN) LYND o'gy g8’ 00zl 134138
(Aep 1ad)
yoedu| (@) (ap)er  olhepted)
() suopelado (W)
asIoN jueoyiubis suonelado RooB
(ap) uoyesado Keq-bay eoue)sig uopeisdo ea-bhv aoue)sig
noyuM suonesadg P jeury -ajbuis ! -a1buls 50 :
Apjosp\ u) asealou| 40 "ON
a|qemol)y wnuuxep
suonesadp ainpedag/yoeoaddy suonesadQ Ag-ssed IOVTIIA

sabelIA ueyse]y 1e S|oAaT aSION HeIJI9A0H 88-1'dY 2'd dlqel



Distance values were measured from aerial photographs, taken by Aeromaps (Anchorage, AK), between June 1983 and September 1994.
No. of Average-Day Operations calculated by dividing no. of average-week operations by 7 days per week.

A Distance values were measured from aerial photographs, taken by Aeromaps (Anchorage, AK), between June 1983 and September 1994.

¢ (NA) = Not Aﬁi)licable. It was determined, based on proposed hovercraft routes, that for certain villages the noise contribution

associated with certain operations (pass-by or approach/departure) to the overall L, was negligible. Specifically, for Bethel, Kasigluk and
Atmautluak, it was observed that some residences would be subjected to the sound energy associated with only pass-by operations, and
some to that associated with a combination of both pass-bys and approach/departures. In each of these three cases, it was determined that

the residences exposed only to pass-by operations would be subject to a greater noise impact.

P (NA) = Not Applicable. It was determined, based on proposed hovercraft routes, that for certain villages the noise contribution
associated with certain operations (pass-by or approach/departure) to the overall L, was negligible.  Specifically, for
Nunapitchuk, Kwethiuk, Akiak and Tulusak, it was observed that some residences would be subjected to the sound energy
associated with only approach/departure operations, and some to that associated with a combination of both pass-bys and
approach/departures. In each of these three cases, it was determined that the residences exposed only to approach/departure

operations would be subject to a greater noise impact.






