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To All Interested Government Agencies and Public Groups:

Under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), an environmental review has been
performed on the following action.

TITLE: Issuance of Regulations and a Letter of Authorization to the U.S. Air Force to
Take Marine Mammals Incidental to Launches, Aircraft and Helicopter
Operations, and Harbor Activities at Vandenberg Air Force Base, California

LOCATION: Vandenberg Air Force Base, California and the Northern Channel Islands
SUMMARY: The National Marine Fisheries Service proposes (o promulgate regulations

and issue subsequent Letters of Authorization (LOAS) to the U.S. Air Force
for the take of marine mammals, incidental to the conduct of launch, aircraft,
and helicopter operations from Vandenberg Air Force Base (VAFB) launch
complexes and Delta Mariner operations, cargo unloading activities, and
harbor maintenance dredging in support of the Delta IV/Evolved Expendable
Launch Vehicle (EELV) launch activity on south VAFB for five years.

NMFS has prepared an Environmental Assessment (EA) titled “Issuance of
Regulations and a Letter of Authorization to the U.S. Air Force to Take
Marine Mammals Incidental to Launches, Aircraft and Helicopter Operations.
and Harbor Activities at Vandenberg Air Force Base, California,”™ and
prepared an independent Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI). The
National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFES) has determined that the impact of
the activities may result, at worst, in a temporary modification in behavior and
short-term displacement from haulout sites of five species of marine
mammals. No injury or mortality is anticipated to result from this activity, nor
is it authorized. Based on its review of the record, including the EA and
FONSI. NMFS has determined that the promulgation of regulations and
subsequent issuance of LOAs will not result in any significant direct, indirect,
or cumulative impact to any element of the human environment. NMES has
determined that this activity will result in a negligible impact on the affected
species or stocks and will not have an unmitigable adverse impact on the
availability of affected species or stocks for taking for subsistence uses.




RESPONSIBLE
OFFICIAL: Donna S. Wieting
Director
Office of Protected Resources
National Marine Fisheries Service
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
1315 East-West Highway, Room 13821
Silver Spring, MD 20910
(301) 427-8400

The environmental review process led us to conclude that this action will not have a significant
effect on the human environment. Therefore, an environmental impact statement will not be

prepared. A copy of the EA and FONSI prepared by NMES is enclosed for your information.

Although NOAA is not soliciting comments on this completed EA or FONSI, we will consider
any comments submitted that would assist us in preparing future NEPA documents.

Please submit any written comments to the responsible official named above.
Sincerely.
/’.ﬁ Patricia A. Montanio

NOAA NEPA Coordinator
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L1ST OF ABBREVIATIONS OR ACRONYMS

Air Force U.S. Air Force

Authorization Letter of Authorization
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CFR Code of Federal Regulations

DPS distinct population segment

EA Environmental Assessment

EELV Evolved Expendable Launch Vehicle

FONSI Finding of No Significant Impact

FR Federal Register

ft feet

IHA Incidental Harassment Authorization

ITA Incidental Take Authorization

km kilometer

m meter

mi mile

MMPA Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972, as amended (16 U.S.C. 1631 et seq.)
NAO NOAA Administrative Order

NEPA National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (42 U.S.C. 4321 et seq.)
NMFS National Marine Fisheries Service

NMSA National Marine Sanctuaries Act (16 USC 1432 et seq.)
NOAA National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration
OMB Office of Management and Budget

USFWS U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

VAFB Vandenberg Air Force Base
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), Office of Protected Resources, Permits and
Conservation Division has prepared this Environmental Assessment (EA) per the National
Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA; 42 U.S.C. 4321 et seq.), the Council on Environmental
Quality regulations in 40 CFR 88 1500-1508, and National Oceanographic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA) Administrative Order (NAO) 216-6 (May 20, 1999).

ES.1 DESCRIPTION OF THE PROPOSED ACTION

We (National Marine Fisheries Service, Office of Protected Resources, Permits and Conservation
Division) propose to issue regulations and a Letter of Authorization (Authorization) to the U.S. Air
Force® (Air Force) under the Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972, as amended (MMPA; 16
U.S.C. 1631 et seq.) for the taking of marine mammals incidental to the conduct of launch, aircraft,
and helicopter operations from Vandenberg Air Force Base (VAFB) launch complexes and Delta
Mariner operations, cargo unloading activities, and harbor maintenance dredging in support of the
Delta IV/Evolved Expendable Launch Vehicle (EELV) launch activity on south VAFB. The Air
Force’s training activities are classified as military readiness activities. We do not have the authority
to permit, authorize, or prohibit the Air Force’s activities under Section 101(a)(5)(A) of the MMPA.

Our proposed action is a direct outcome of the Air Force requesting an Authorization to take marine
mammals, by harassment, incidental to conducting launch operations at VAFB and Delta Mariner
and harbor activities from south VAFB, California, year round. The Air Force’s activities, which
have the potential to harass marine mammals, warrant an Incidental Take Authorization from us
under section 101(a)(5) of the MMPA.

ES.2 SCOPE OF THIS ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT

This EA titled, Issuance of Regulations and a Letter of Authorization to the U.S. Air Force to Take
Marine Mammals Incidental to Launches, Aircraft and Helicopter Operations, and Harbor Activities
at Vandenberg Air Force Base, California, focuses primarily on the environmental effects of
authorizing the incidental take of marine mammals incidental to two activities:

1) Launch Operation Activities: The harassment of California sea lions (Zalophus
californianus), Pacific harbor seals (Phoca vitulina), northern elephant seals (Mirounga
anustirostris), northern fur seals (Callorhinus ursinus) and Steller sea lions (Eumetopia jubatus)
incidental to launch activities and aircraft and helicopter operations from VAFB launch
complexes. Some launches may also affect pinnipeds on the Northern Channel Islands.

2) Delta Mariner Activities: The harassment of Pacific harbor seals, California sea lions,
northern elephant seals, and Steller sea lions incidental to Delta Mariner activities, including
harbor maintenance and dredging at the VAFB harbor located on the central coast of California.

We have prepared this EA to assist in determining whether the direct, indirect, and cumulative
impacts related to our issuance of an Authorization under the MMPA for marine mammals for the
Air Force’s VAFB activities are likely to result in significant impacts to the human or natural
environment. This EA will inform our decision on issuing the Authorization. While the focus of this

! Some work may also be conducted by U.S. Air Force contractors, such as United Launch Alliance.
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EA is on the effects caused by the proposed issuance of an Authorization, in combining this analysis
with the analyses in the previously referenced documents, we have considered impacts associated
with the underlying action which is the full suite of activities conducted for the Air Force’s proposed
launch operations and Delta Mariner activities. We anticipate that the issuance of an Authorization
to take five species of marine mammals incidental to the Air Force’s activities would affect marine
mammals and their habitat.

Our NEPA analysis further evaluates effects to marine mammals and their habitat due to the specific
scope of the decision for which we are responsible (i.e., whether or not to issue the Letter of
Authorization which includes prescribed means of incidental take, mitigation measures, and
monitoring and reporting requirements). Our review of public comments submitted in response to
our proposed rulemaking in the Federal Register (78 FR 73794, December 9, 2013) did not reveal
additional environmental impacts or issues requiring analysis in this EA.

ES.4 PRIOR ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSES

In 1997, the Air Force published a Final EA for the Issuance of a Letter of Authorization for the
Incidental Take of Marine Mammals for Programmatic Operations at Vandenberg Air Force Base,
California (Tetra Tech. Inc., 1997), and issued a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) as part
of the application to NMFS for an incidental take authorization. On March 1, 1999 (64 FR 9925),
NMFS adopted this EA as provided for by the Council on Environmental Quality regulations. In
2003, NMFS prepared its own EA on the Authorization for the Harassment of Marine Mammals
Incidental to Space Vehicle and Test Flight Activities from Vandenberg Air Force Base, California
Under Section 101(a)(5)(A) of the Marine Mammal Protection Act (NMFS, 2003) and issued a
FONSI for the final rule issued in February 2004. In 2009, NMFS prepared another EA for this
action and issue a FONSI for the final rule issued in February 2009: Issuance of Regulations to Take
Marine Mammals by Harassment Incidental to Space Vehicle and Test Flight Activities from
Vandenberg Air Force Base, California (NMFS, 2009).

Specific to the harbor activities associated with the Delta IV Program, the Air Force prepared an EA
in 2001, which described the proposed harbor activities, addressed alternatives, and analyzed
environmental consequences. In 2005, NMFS prepared its own EA on the Issuance of an Incidental
Harassment Authorization to Take Marine Mammals by Harassment during Harbor Activities
Associated with the Delta IV Program at Vandenberg Air Force Base, California (NMFS, 2005) and
issued a FONSI. The Air Force has published numerous EAs and Environmental Impact Statements
regarding the various launch vehicles and harbor programs at VAFB. Appendix A contains a list of
those documents.

In addition, the Air Force’s application (MMCG and SAIC, 2013) for a Letter of Authorization per
8101(a)(5)(A) of the MMPA also presents environmental information relevant to our consideration
of the potential effects of their activities. We do not duplicate their analyses; rather we use their
analyses to inform our EA.

Public Scoping: After reviewing the Air Force’s 2013 application for completeness and
requirements under the MMPA, we published a notice of receipt of application in the Federal
Register (78 FR 49729, August 15, 2013) for a 30-day public review and comment period on the
application. We did not receive any comments on that initial notice. On December 9, 2013, we
published a proposed rule in the Federal Register for a 30-day public review and comment period
(78 FR 73794). The proposed rule provided a detailed description of the proposed Air Force
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activities at VAFB and environmental information and issues related to those activities. We
incorporate that Federal Register notice by reference.

We received one comment on the proposed rule from the Marine Mammal Commission, which
concurred with our preliminary determinations and recommended that we issue the rule and
Authorization (Appendix B). We received no other substantive comments from the public and
received no requests to view any of the previously completed NEPA documents.

ES.5 ALTERNATIVES

Alternative 1: Preferred Alternative

Our proposed action represents the authorization of take incidental to Air Force launch, aircraft, and
helicopter operations from VAFB launch complexes and Delta Mariner operations, cargo unloading
activities, and harbor maintenance dredging in support of the Delta IV/EELV launch activity on
south VAFB, along with required monitoring and mitigation measures for marine mammals that
would minimize potential adverse environmental impacts. The Authorization includes prescribed
means of incidental take, mitigation and monitoring measures, and reporting requirements.

Alternative 2: No Action

For the No Action Alternative, we would not issue a final rule and associated Authorization to the
Air Force for the taking, by harassment, of marine mammals, incidental to the Air Force launch and
associated activities at VAFB, California.

e The No Action Alternative includes the full suite of activities conducted by the Air Force for
their activities. Because we do not have the authority to permit, authorize, or prohibit the Air
Force’s activities under Section 101(a)(5)(A) of the MMPA, the Air Force may decide to: (1)
continue with their activities with the inclusion of mitigation and monitoring measures
sufficient to preclude any incidental take of marine mammals; (2) continue their activities
and be in violation of the MMPA if take of marine mammals occurs; or (3) choose not to
conduct their activities.

e For purposes of this EA, we characterize the No Action Alternative as the Air Force’s
launch, aircraft, and helicopter operations from VAFB launch complexes and Delta Mariner
operations, cargo unloading activities, and harbor maintenance dredging in support of the
Delta IV/EELV launch activity on south VAFB without the protective measures and
reporting requirements required by an Authorization under the MMPA. We take this
approach to meaningfully evaluate the primary environmental issues—the impact on marine
mammals from these activities in the absence of protective measures.

ES.6 ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF THE PROPOSED ACTION

The Air Force’s proposed activities have the potential to cause Level B harassment of marine
mammals.

e The Air Force conducts launches and aircraft and helicopter operations from VAFB. Launch
vehicles have the potential to impact hauled out pinnipeds at VAFB and on some of the
Northern Channel Islands. Additionally, the Air Force and its contractors conduct
maintenance and dredging operations and cargo unloading at the south VAFB harbor.
Impacts from these activities could occur from both acoustic and visual stimuli. We expect
the impacts of conducting these launch and harbor activities to be temporary in nature and
would not result in significant impacts to marine mammals or to their role in the ecosystem.
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e The Preferred Alternative includes a suite of mitigation measures intended to minimize
potential adverse effects to marine mammals and their habitat. We acknowledge that the
incidental take authorized could result in insignificant, unavoidable adverse impacts.
However, we believe that the issuance of an Authorization would not have any adverse
cumulative effects on marine mammal species or their habitats. We expect that any direct or
indirect effects would be temporary.

The analysis in this EA, including the documents we incorporate by reference, serve as the basis for
determining whether our issuance of an Authorization to the Air Force for the taking, by Level B
harassment, of five species of marine mammals, incidental to conducting launch, aircraft, and
helicopter operations from VAFB launch complexes and Delta Mariner operations, cargo unloading
activities, and harbor maintenance dredging in support of the Delta IV/EELV launch activity on
south VAFB would result in significant impacts to the human environment.
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CHAPTER 1 — INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE AND NEED

1.1 DESCRIPTION OF PROPOSED ACTION

The Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA) prohibits the incidental taking of marine mammals.
The incidental take of a marine mammal falls under four categories: mortality, serious injury, injury,
or harassment. For activities classified as military readiness activities, the act defines harassment as:
“(i) any act that injures or has the significant potential to injure a marine mammal or marine
mammal stock in the wild [Level A Harassment]; or (ii) any act that disturbs or is likely to disturb a
marine mammal or marine mammal stock in the wild by causing disruption of natural behavioral
patterns, including, but not limited to, migration, surfacing, nursing, breeding, feeding, or sheltering,
to a point where such behavioral patterns are abandoned or significantly altered [Level B
Harassment].” There are exceptions to the MMPA’s prohibition on take such as the authority at issue
here for us to authorize the incidental taking of small numbers of marine mammals by harassment
upon the request of a U.S. citizen provided we follow certain statutory and regulatory procedures
and make determinations. We describe this exception set forth in the MMPA at Section 101(a)(5)(A)
in more detail in Section 1.2.

We propose to issue regulations and an associated Letter of Authorization (Authorization) to the
U.S. Air Force and its partners® (hereafter, we refer to the entire group as the Air Force) under the
MMPA for the incidental taking of marine mammals incidental to the conduct of launch, aircraft,
and helicopter operations from Vandenberg Air Force Base (VAFB) launch complexes and Delta
Mariner (or similar vessel) operations, cargo unloading activities, and harbor maintenance dredging
in support of the Delta IV/Evolved Expendable Launch Vehicle (EELV) launch activity on south
VAFB. We do not have the authority to permit, authorize, or prohibit the Air Force’s activities under
Section 101(a)(5)(A) of the MMPA.

Our proposed action is a direct outcome of the Air Force requesting an Authorization to take marine
mammals, by harassment, incidental to conducting launch operations at VAFB and Delta Mariner
and harbor activities from south VAFB, California, year round. We anticipate that the acoustic and
visual stimuli associated with these activities would result in take otherwise prohibited by the
MMPA. The Air Force therefore requires an Authorization for incidental take and has requested that
we provide it through the issuance of a Letter of Authorization under section 101(a)(5)(A) of the
MMPA.

Our issuance of an Authorization to the Air Force is a major federal action under the National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations in 40
CFR 88 1500-1508, and NOAA Administrative Order (NAO) 216-6. Thus, we are required to
analyze the effects on the human environment and determine whether they are significant such that
preparation of an environmental impact statement (EIS) is necessary.

This EA titled, Issuance of Regulations and a Letter of Authorization to the U.S. Air Force to Take
Marine Mammals Incidental to Launches, Aircraft and Helicopter Operations, and Harbor Activities
at Vandenberg Air Force Base, California, addresses the potential environmental impacts of two
choices available to us under section 101(a)(5)(A) of the MMPA, namely:

e |ssue the Authorization to the Air Force for Level B harassment take of marine mammals
under the MMPA during their VAFB launch, aircraft, and helicopter operations and south

2 Some work may also be conducted by U.S. Air Force contractors, such as United Launch Alliance.
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VAFB harbor activities, taking into account the prescribed means of take, mitigation
measures, and monitoring requirements required in the Authorization; or

e Not issue an Authorization to the Air Force in which case, for the purposes of NEPA analysis
only, we assume that the activities would proceed and cause incidental take without the
mitigation and monitoring measures prescribed in the Authorization.

1.1.1 BACKGROUND ON THE AIR FORCE’S MMPA APPLICATION

The Air Force proposes to conduct launches of space vehicles and missiles from VAFB launch
facilities and to conduct helicopter and aircraft operations for purposes such as search-and-
rescue, delivery of space vehicle components, launch mission support, security reconnaissance,
and training flights. Additional Air Force partners conduct Delta Mariner operations, which
include cargo unloading activities and harbor maintenance dredging in support of the Delta
IV/IEELV launch activity on south VAFB.

Acoustic and visual stimuli generated by: (1) space vehicle and missile launches; (2) sonic
booms over the Northern Channel Islands; and (3) operations and activities at the south VAFB
harbor, have the potential to cause marine mammals to flush into the surrounding water or cause
a short-term behavioral disturbance for marine mammals in the proposed areas.

1.1.2 MARINE MAMMALS IN THE ACTION AREA

The proposed research activities could adversely affect the following marine mammals under our
jurisdiction:

Pinnipeds
¢ California sea lions (Zalophus californianus)
e Harbor seals (Phoca vitulina)
e Northern elephant seals (Mirounga anustirostris)
o Steller sea lions (Eumetopia jubatus)
e Northern fur seals (Callorhinus ursinus)

1.2 PURPOSE AND NEED

The MMPA prohibits “takes” of marine mammals with only a few specific exceptions. The
applicable exception in this case is an exemption for incidental take of marine mammals in section
101(a)(5)(A) of the MMPA.

Section 101(a)(5)(A) of the MMPA directs the Secretary of Commerce (Secretary) to authorize,
upon request, the incidental, but not intentional, taking of small numbers of marine mammals of a
species or population stock, by United States citizens who engage in a specified activity (other than
commercial fishing) within a specified geographical region if we make certain findings and
regulations are issued. The National Defense Authorization Act of 2004 (Public Law 108-136)
removed the “small numbers” and “specified geographical region” limitations. Entities seeking to
obtain authorization for the incidental take of marine mammals under our jurisdiction must submit
such a request (in the form of an application) to us.

1.2.1 PURPOSE OF ACTION

The primary purpose of our proposed action—the issuance of an Authorization to the Air
Force—is to authorize (pursuant to the MMPA) the take of marine mammals incidental to the
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Air Force’s proposed activities. The Authorization, if issued, would exempt the Air Force from
the take prohibitions contained in the MMPA.

To authorize the take of marine mammals in accordance with Section 101(a)(5)(A) of the
MMPA, we must evaluate the best available scientific information to determine whether the take
would have a negligible impact on marine mammals or stocks and have an unmitigable impact
on the availability of affected marine mammal species for certain subsistence uses (where
relevant). We cannot issue an Authorization if it would result in more than a negligible impact on
marine mammal species or stocks or if it would result in an unmitigable impact on subsistence.

The statute also establishes substantive requirements. We must prescribe, where applicable, the
permissible methods of taking and other means of effecting the least practicable adverse impact
on the species or stocks of marine mammals and their habitat (i.e., mitigation), paying particular
attention to rookeries, mating grounds, and other areas of similar significance. If appropriate, we
must prescribe means of effecting the least practicable adverse impact on the availability of the
species or stocks of marine mammals for subsistence uses. Authorizations must also include
requirements or conditions pertaining to the monitoring and reporting of such taking in large part
to better understand the effects of such taking on the species. Also, we must publish a proposed
rule in the Federal Register for public notice and comment.

The purpose of this action is therefore to determine whether the take resulting from the Air
Force’s activities would have a negligible impact on affected marine mammal species or stocks
and develop mitigation and monitoring measures to reduce the potential impacts.

1.2.2 NEED FOR ACTION

As noted above this section, the MMPA establishes a general moratorium or prohibition on the
take of marine mammals, including take by Level B (behavioral) harassment. The MMPA
establishes a process discussed in Section 1.2 where individuals engaged in specified activities
within a specified geographic area may request an Authorization for the incidental take of small
numbers of marine mammals.

On June 24, 2013, the Air Force submitted an application demonstrating both the need and
potential eligibility for issuance of an Authorization in connection with the activities described in
section 1.1.1. We now have a corresponding duty to determine whether and how we can
authorize take by Level B harassment incidental to the activities described in the Air Force’s
application. Our responsibilities under section 101(a)(5)(A) of the MMPA and its implementing
regulations establish and frame the need for this action.

Any alternatives considered under NEPA must meet the agency’s statutory and regulatory
requirements. The previously mentioned purpose and need guide us in developing reasonable
alternatives for consideration, including alternative means of mitigating potential adverse effects.
Thus, we are developing and analyzing alternative means of developing and issuing an
Authorization, which may require the applicant to include additional mitigation and monitoring
measures in order for us to make our determinations under the MMPA.

1.3 THE ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW PROCESS
NEPA compliance is necessary for all “major” federal actions with the potential to significantly

affect the quality of the human environment. Major federal actions include activities fully or
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partially funded, regulated, conducted, or approved by a federal agency. Because our issuance of an
Authorization would allow for the taking of marine mammals consistent with provisions under the
MMPA and incidental to the applicant’s activities, we consider this as a major federal action subject
to NEPA.

Under the requirements of NAO 216-6 section 6.03(f)(2)(b) for incidental harassment authorizations,
we prepared this EA to determine whether the direct, indirect and cumulative impacts related to the
issuance of an Authorization for incidental take of marine mammals under the MMPA during the
conduct of the Air Force’s activities at VAFB, California, could be significant. If we deem the
potential impacts to be not significant, this analysis, in combination with other analyses incorporated
by reference—may support the issuance of a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) for the
proposed Authorization.

1.3.1 LAwS, REGULATIONS, OR OTHER NEPA ANALYSES INFLUENCING THE EA’S SCOPE

We have based the scope of the proposed action and nature of the two alternatives (i.e., issue the
Authorization including prescribed means of take, mitigation measures, and monitoring
requirements; or not issue the Authorization) considered in this EA on the relevant requirements
in section 101(a)(5)(A) of the MMPA. Thus, the decisionmaking discussed in the next section
(1.3.2) bounds the scope of our analysis. We conclude that this analysis—when combined with
the analyses in the following documents—fully describes the impacts associated with the Air
Force’s VAFB launch activities and south VAFB harbor maintenance, dredging, and Delta
Mariner operations, with mitigation and monitoring for marine mammals. They include:

e our proposed rule in the Federal Register (78 FR 73794, December 9, 2013);

e Issuance of an Incidental Harassment Authorization to Take Marine Mammals by
Harassment during Harbor Activities Associated with the Delta IV Program at
Vandenberg Air Force Base, California (NMFS, 2005); and

e Issuance of Regulations to Take Marine Mammals by Harassment Incidental to Space
Vehicle and Test Flight Activities from Vandenberg Air Force Base, California (NMFS,
2009).

MMPA APPLICATION AND PROPOSED RULE

The CEQ regulations (40 CFR 81502.25) encourage federal agencies to integrate NEPA’s
environmental review process with other environmental review laws. We rely substantially on
the public process for developing proposed Authorizations under the MMPA and its
implementing regulations to develop and evaluate relevant environmental information and
provide a meaningful opportunity for public participation as we develop corresponding EAs. We
fully consider public comments received in response to our publication of the proposed rule
during the corresponding NEPA review process.

On December 9, 2013, we published a proposed rule in the Federal Register (78 FR 73794),
which included the following:

e adetailed description of the proposed action and an assessment of the potential impacts
on marine mammals;

e plans for the Air Force’s mitigation and monitoring measures to avoid and minimize
potential adverse impacts to marine mammals and their habitat and proposed reporting
requirements;

NMFS Environmental Assessment — U.S. Air Force Vandenberg Air Force Base Operations 4



¢ information on our proposal to issue an Authorization to the Air Force to incidentally
harass, by Level B harassment only, five species of marine mammals during their
activities; and

e our consideration of environmental issues and impacts of relevance related to the
issuance of an Authorization.

We considered the Air Force’s proposed mitigation and monitoring measures that would effect
the least practicable adverse impact on marine mammals including: (1) maintaining a minimum
flight altitude of 1,000 ft (305 m) from recognized seal haul-outs and rookeries; (2) avoiding
missile and rocket launches during the harbor seal pupping season of March through June,
whenever possible; (3) avoiding, whenever possible, launches which are predicted to produce a
sonic boom on the Northern Channel Islands during pinniped pupping seasons; (4) turning on
lighting and initiating activities before dusk for harbor activities that will occur at night; (5)
keeping construction noises at a constant level while pinnipeds are present; (6) initiating a
gradual start-up of activities to ensure a gradual increase in noise levels if activities cease for
longer than 30 minutes; (7) having the Delta Mariner and accompanying vessels enter the harbor
only when the tide is too high for harbor seals to haul-out on the rocks and reducing the speed to
1.5 to 2 knots once the vessel is within three miles (7.8 km) of the harbor; and (8) exploring
alternate dredge methods. We preliminarily determined— provided that the Air Force
implemented the required mitigation and monitoring measures —that the impact of conducting
the proposed activities from VAFB, California, year round, would result, at worst, in a
modification in behavior and/or low-level physiological effects (Level B harassment) of certain
species of marine mammals.

Within our notice, we requested that the public submit comments, information, and suggestions
concerning the Air Force’s request, the content of our proposed Authorization, and potential
environmental effects related to the proposed issuance of the Authorization. This EA titled,
Issuance of Regulations and a Letter of Authorization to the U.S. Air Force to Take Marine
Mammals Incidental to Launches, Aircraft and Helicopter Operations, and Harbor Activities at
Vandenberg Air Force Base, California, incorporates by reference and relies on the Air Force’s
application, our notice of a proposed Authorization (78 FR 73794, December 9, 2013), and other
environmental analyses (NMFS, 2005, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2012a, 2012b) to avoid duplication of
analysis and unnecessary length.

ANALYSIS ON THE PROPOSED PROJECT AND ISSUANCE OF AN ASSOCIATED AUTHORIZATION

After conducting an independent review of the information and analyses for sufficiency and
adequacy, we incorporate by reference the relevant analyses on the Air Force’s proposed action,
as well as a discussion of the affected environment and environmental consequences within the
following documents per 40 CFR 1502.21 and NAO 216-6 § 5.09(d):

e Issuance of an Incidental Harassment Authorization to Take Marine Mammals by
Harassment during Harbor Activities Associated with the Delta IV Program at
Vandenberg Air Force Base, California (NMFS, 2005); and

e Issuance of Regulations to Take Marine Mammals by Harassment Incidental to Space
Vehicle and Test Flight Activities from Vandenberg Air Force Base, California (NMFS,
2009).
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In summary, those analyses concluded that with incorporation of monitoring and mitigation
measures proposed by the Air Force, the authorized taking of marine mammals results in minor,
short-term (recoverable) adverse effects on individual marine mammals. The issuance of
previous regulations and Authorizations would not affect other aspects of the human
environment because the action of issuing the regulations and associated Authorizations only
affected marine mammals. Next, the Authorization would not result in individually insignificant,
but cumulatively significant impacts, or in cumulative adverse effects that could have a
substantial effect on the target species or non-target species. The frequency and duration of the
harassment from launches, aircraft, and helicopter operations from VAFB launch complexes and
activities at the south VAFB harbor should allow adequate time for the marine mammals to
recover from potentially adverse effects. Finally, the analyses concluded that NMFS did not
expect that additive or cumulative effects of the proposed activities on their own or in
combination with other permitted research or activities covered by incidental take authorizations
would occur. Finally, the two environmental analyses did not identify any significant
environmental issues or impacts.

1.3.2 SCOPE OF ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS

Given the limited scope of the decision for which we are responsible (i.e., issue the
Authorization including prescribed means of take, mitigation measures, and monitoring
requirements; or not issue the Authorization) this EA intends to provide more focused
information on the primary issues and impacts of environmental concern related specifically to
our issuance of regulations and the associated Authorization. This EA does not further evaluate
effects to the elements of the human environment listed in Table 1 because previous
environmental reviews, incorporate by reference (NMFS 2005, 2009) have shown that our
limited action of issuing regulations and an associated Authorization to the Air Force or the Air
Force’s proposed action would not significantly affect those components of the human
environment.

Table 1. Components of the human environment not affected by our issuance of an Authorization.

Biological Physical Socioeconomic / Cultural
Amphibians Air Quality Commercial Fishing
Humans Essential Fish Habitat Military Activities

Non-Indigenous
Species Geography Oil and Gas Activities
Seabirds Land Use Recreational Fishing
Oceanography Shipping and Boating

State Marine Protected Areas National Historic Preservation Sites
National Trails and

Federal Marine Protected Areas Nationwide Inventory of Rivers
National Estuarine
Research Reserves Low Income Populations
National Marine Sanctuaries Minority Populations
Park Land Indigenous Cultural Resources
Prime Farmlands Public Health and Safety
Wetlands Historic and Cultural Resources

Wild and Scenic Rivers
Ecologically Critical Areas
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1.3.3 NEPA PuBLIC SCOPING SUMMARY

NAO 216-6 established agency procedures for complying with NEPA and the implementing
NEPA regulations issued by the CEQ. Consistent with the intent of NEPA and the clear direction
in NAO 216-6 to involve the public in NEPA decision-making, we requested comments on the
potential environmental impacts described in the Air Force’s MMPA application and in the
proposed rule Federal Register notice (78 FR 73794, December 9, 2013). The CEQ regulations
further encourage agencies to integrate the NEPA review process with review under the
environmental statutes. Consistent with agency practice we integrated our NEPA review and
preparation of this EA with the public process required by the MMPA for the proposed issuance
of an Authorization.

The proposed rule Federal Register notice, combined with our preliminary determinations,
supporting analyses, and corresponding public comment period are instrumental in providing the
public with information on relevant environmental issues and offering the public a meaningful
opportunity to provide comments to us for consideration in both the MMPA and NEPA decision-
making processes.

The proposed rule Federal Register notice summarized our purpose and need; included a
statement that we would prepare an EA for the proposed action; and invited interested parties to
submit written comments concerning the application and our preliminary analyses and findings
including those relevant to consideration in the EA. The notice of the proposed Authorization
was available for public review and comment from December 9, 2013, through January 8, 2014.

This process served the public participation function for this EA in terms of scoping for the
action and providing the public a meaningful opportunity to participate in the environmental
decision-making process. In addition, we posted the Air Force’s application on our website
concurrently with the release of the proposed rule Federal Register notice. We base this EA on
the information included in in our Federal Register notice, the documents it references, and the
public comments provided in response. At the conclusion of this process, we will post the final
EA, and, if appropriate, FONSI, on the same above mentioned website.

1.3.4 RELEVANT COMMENTS ON OUR FEDERAL REGISTER NOTICE

Our rulemaking process contains two public comment periods. The first lets the public know
that we have received a petition for rulemaking and the issuance of an Authorization, which
includes our release of the application itself. However, we do not make any preliminary
determinations at that stage. On August 15, 2013, we published a notice of receipt of application
in the Federal Register for a 30-day public comment period (78 FR 49729). We did not receive
any letters or comments from the public at that time. During the 30-day public comment period
on the proposed rule (78 FR 73794, December 9, 2013), we received only one comment from the
Marine Mammal Commission which provides comments on most proposed Incidental Take
Authorizations as part of their established role under the MMPA (8 202 (a)(2), “humane means
of taking marine mammals’). The Marine Mammal Commission concurred with our preliminary
determinations and recommended that we issue the rule and Authorization (Appendix B). We
received no other substantive comments from the public and received no requests to view any of
the previously completed NEPA documents.

We have considered the comments regarding monitoring and mitigation measures within the
context of the MMPA requirement to effect the least practicable adverse impact to marine
mammals and their habitat. Consequently, we have determined, based on the best available data
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that the mitigation measures proposed by the Air Force are the most feasible and effective
monitoring and mitigation measures to achieve the MMPA requirement of effecting the least
practicable adverse impact on each marine mammal species or stock.

We will provide our response to the Marine Mammal Commission in the final rule Federal
Register notice. We fully considered the Marine Mammal Commission’s comments, particularly
those related to mitigation, monitoring, and adaptive management measures in preparing the final
Authorization and this EA. None of their comments require us to substantively change this EA.

1.4 OTHER PERMITS, LICENSES, OR CONSULTATION REQUIREMENTS

This section summarizes federal, state, and local permits, licenses, approvals, and consultation
requirements necessary to implement the proposed action.

1.41 NATIONAL MARINE SANCTUARIES ACT

Section 304(d) of the National Marine Sanctuaries Act (NMSA,; 16 USC 1431 et seq.) requires
interagency consultation between the Office of National Marine Sanctuaries and federal agencies
taking actions, including authorization of private activities that would “likely destroy, cause the
loss of, or injure a sanctuary resource.” When applying the injury determination standard for
sanctuary consultation, an adverse effect to any individual animal is sufficient for the purposes of
triggering a consultation.
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CHAPTER 2 — ALTERNATIVES

2.1 INTRODUCTION

The NEPA and the implementing CEQ regulations (40 CFR 88 1500-1508) require consideration of
alternatives to proposed major federal actions and NAO 216-6 provides agency policy and guidance
on the consideration of alternatives to our proposed action. An EA must consider all reasonable
alternatives, including Alternative 1 (Preferred Alternative). It must also consider the No Action
Alternative, even if it that alternative does not meet the stated purpose and need. This provides a
baseline analysis against which we can compare the other alternatives.

To warrant detailed evaluation as a reasonable alternative, an alternative must meet our purpose and
need. In this case, as we previously explained, an alternative will only meet the purpose and need if
it satisfies the requirements under section 101(a)(5)(A) the MMPA (see Chapter 1)—which serves as
the only screening criteria. We evaluated each potential alternative against these criteria; identified
one action alternative along with the No Action Alternative; and carried these forward for evaluation
in this EA.

Alternative 1 includes a suite of mitigation measures intended to minimize potentially adverse
interactions with marine mammals. This chapter describes the alternatives and compares them in
terms of their environmental impacts and their achievement of objectives.

As described in Section 1.2.1, we must prescribe the means of effecting the least practicable adverse
impact on the species or stocks of marine mammals and their habitat. In order to do so, we must
consider the Air Force’s proposed mitigation measures, as well as other potential measures, and
assess how such measures could benefit the affected species or stocks and their habitat. Our
evaluation of potential measures includes consideration of the following factors in relation to one
another: (1) the manner in which, and the degree to which, we expect the successful implementation
of the measure to minimize adverse impacts to marine mammals; (2) the proven or likely efficacy of
the specific measure to minimize adverse impacts as planned; and (3) the practicability of the
measure for applicant implementation, including consideration of personnel safety, practicality of
implementation, and impact on the effectiveness of the military readiness activity.

Any additional mitigation measure proposed by us beyond what the applicant proposes should be
able to or have a reasonable likelihood of accomplishing or contributing to the accomplishment of
one or more of the following goals:

e Avoidance or minimization of marine mammal injury, serious injury, or death wherever
possible;

e A reduction in the numbers of marine mammals taken (total number or number at
biologically important time or location);

e A reduction in the number of times the activity takes individual marine mammals (total
number or number at biologically important time or location);

e Arreduction in the intensity of the anticipated takes (either total number or number at
biologically important time or location);

e Avoidance or minimization of adverse effects to marine mammal habitat, paying special
attention to the food base; activities that block or limit passage to or from biologically
important areas; permanent destruction of habitat; or temporary destruction/disturbance of
habitat during a biologically important time; and
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e For monitoring directly related to mitigation, an increase in the probability of detecting
marine mammals, thus allowing for more effective implementation of the mitigation.

2.2 DESCRIPTION OF THE AIR FORCE’S PROPOSED ACTIVITIES

We presented a general overview of the Air Force’s activities in the proposed rule (78 FR 73794,
December 9, 2013). We incorporate those descriptions by reference in this EA and briefly
summarize them here.

2.2.1 SPECIFIED TIME AND AREAS

The Air Force’s launch, aircraft, and helicopter operations could occur at any time of the day or
night year round. Cargo movement operations would occur for approximately 43 days
(concurrent with the harbor maintenance activities) annually. Dredging-related activities
normally last between three and five weeks, including set-up and tear-down activities in the
water and on the shore. Dredging may proceed 24 hours per day; however, historically, it has
been conducted during daylight hours. We plan to issue regulations and a five-year Authorization
to be effective from February 2014 to February 2019.

VAFB: VAFB is composed of approximately 99,000 acres of land, and approximately 64.4
km (40 mi) of coastline on the coast of central California, within Santa Barbara County (see
Figure 1). Space vehicles are launched into polar orbits on azimuths from 147-201 degrees,
with sub-orbital flights to 281 degrees. Missile launches are directed toward Kwajalein Atoll
in the Pacific. This over-water sector, from 147-281 degrees, comprises the Western Range.
Part of the Western Range encompasses the Northern Channel Islands (see Figure 1).

Northern Channel Islands: The Northern Channel Islands are located approximately 50 km
(31 mi) south of the southern point on VAFB. Three islands, San Miguel, Santa Cruz, and
Santa Rosa, make up the main Northern Channel Islands, with San Miguel Island being the
primary site for pinniped rookeries. The Northern Channel Islands are part of the Channel
Islands National Park and the Channel Islands National Marine Sanctuary. The closest part of
the Northern Channel Islands (Harris Point on San Miguel Island) is located more than 55 km
(34 mi) south-southeast of the nearest launch facility.

VAFB Harbor: The proposed harbor maintenance and Delta Mariner activities will take
place in or near the VAFB harbor located on the central coast of California at 34° 33' N.,
120° 36’ W. in the northeast Pacific Ocean. Activities related to these operations will take
place at VAFB harbor, located on South Base, approximately 2.3 km (1.4 mi) south of Point
Arguello, California.
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Figure 1. VAFB and the Western Range

2.2.2 LAUNCH ACTIVITIES AND AIRCRAFT AND HELICOPTER OPERATIONS

The Air Force proposes to conduct space vehicle and missile launches from VAFB launch
complexes year round. The Air Force anticipates that space and missile launch frequency will
not exceed a combined total of 50 launches (35 rockets and 15 missiles) annually. However,
based on historical numbers and preliminary predictions for 2014-2019, launches likely will not
exceed more than 15-20 annually. There are currently six active facilities at VAFB used to
launch satellites into polar orbit. These facilities support launch programs for the Atlas V, Delta
I1, Delta IV, Falcon 9, Minotaur, and Taurus rockets. The VAFB airfield, located on north
VAFB, supports various aircraft operations, including tower operations, such as take offs and
landings (training operations), and range operations, such as overflights and flight tests. Over the
past four years, an average of slightly more than 600 flights has occurred each year. Most
potential for incidental harassment would occur from launch noise or visual impacts on VAFB.
Potential sonic boom impacts from space launch vehicles could occur over the Northern Channel
Islands.

2.2.3 HARBORACTIVITIES RELATED TO THE DELTA IV/EELV

The Delta IV/EELYV is comprised of a common booster core, an upper stage, and a payload
fairing. The size of the common booster core requires it to be transported to VAFB’s launch site
by a specially designed vessel, the Delta Mariner. The Delta Mariner docks at the harbor on
south VAFB. To allow safe operation of the Delta Mariner, the harbor must undergo
maintenance on a periodic basis. Maintenance dredging is peformed up to four times per year,
depending on the hardware delivery schedule to accommodate the Delta Mariner’s draft.
Dredging would involve the use of heavy equipment. Most potential for incidental harassment
would occur from acoustic stimuli, resulting from these activities.
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2.3 DESCRIPTION OF ALTERNATIVES
2.3.1 ALTERNATIVE 1 - ISSUANCE OF AN AUTHORIZATION WITH MITIGATION MEASURES

The Proposed Action constitutes Alternative 1 and is the Preferred Alternative. Under this
alternative, we would issue an Authorization (valid for five years) to the Air Force allowing the
incidental take, by Level B harassment, of five species of marine mammals subject to the
mandatory mitigation and monitoring measures and reporting requirements set forth in the final
Authorization, if issued.

Our proposed rule Federal Register notice requesting comments on the proposal analyzed the
potential impacts of this Alternative in detail. We incorporate those analyses by reference in this
EA and briefly summarize the mitigation and monitoring measures and reporting requirements
that we would incorporate in the final Authorization, if issued, in the following sections.

MITIGATION AND MONITORING MEASURES

To reduce the potential for disturbance from acoustic and visual stimuli associated with the

activities, the Air Force and/or its designees have proposed to implement the following

monitoring and mitigation measures for marine mammals:

(1) All aircraft and helicopter flight paths must maintain a minimum distance of 1,000 ft

(305 m) from recognized seal haul-outs and rookeries (e.g., Point Sal, Purisima Point,
Rocky Point), except in emergencies or for real-time security incidents (e.g., search-
and-rescue, fire-fighting), which may require approaching pinniped haul-outs and
rookeries closer than 1,000 ft (305 m).

(2) For missile and rocket launches, avoid, whenever possible, launches during the harbor
seal pupping season of March through June, unless constrained by factors including,
but not limited to, human safety, national security, or for space vehicle launch
trajectory necessary to meet mission objectives.

(3) Avoid, whenever possible, launches which are predicted to produce a sonic boom on
the Northern Channel Islands during harbor seal, elephant seal, California sea lion,
and northern fur seal pupping seasons of March through June.

4) If post-launch surveys determine that an injurious or lethal take of a marine mammal
has occurred, the launch procedure and the monitoring methods must be reviewed, in
cooperation with the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), and appropriate
changes must be made through modification to a Letter of Authorization, prior to
conducting the next launch under that Letter of Authorization.

(5) If activities occur during nighttime hours, turn on lighting equipment before dusk.
The lights would remain on for the entire night to avoid startling pinnipeds.

(6) Initiate operations before dusk.

(7 Keep construction noises at a constant level (i.e., not interrupted by periods of quiet
in excess of 30 minutes) while pinnipeds are present.

(8) If activities cease for longer than 30 minutes and pinnipeds are in the area, initiate a
gradual start-up of activities to ensure a gradual increase in noise levels.

9 A qualified observer would visually monitor the harbor seals on the beach adjacent to
the harbor and on rocks for any flushing or other behaviors as a result of the
activities.
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(10)  The Delta Mariner and accompanying vessels would enter the harbor only when the
tide is too high for harbor seals to haul-out on the rocks; reducing speed to 1.5 to 2
knots (1.5-2 nm/hr; 2.8-3.7 km/hr) once the vessel is within 3 mi (4.83 km) of the
harbor. The vessel would enter the harbor stern first, approaching the wharf and
moorings at less than 0.75 knot (1.4 km/hr).

(11) Explore alternate dredge methods and introduce quieter techniques and equipment as
they become available.

The Air Force proposes to sponsor marine mammal monitoring during the present project, in
order to implement the mitigation measures that require real-time monitoring, and to satisfy the
monitoring requirements of the incidental take authorization. Monitoring activities related to
launches will consist of conducting and recording observations on pinnipeds at rookeries and
nearby haul-out sites when launches occur during pupping season and conducting and recording
observations and sound levels on the Northern Channel Islands if a sonic boom of greater than 1
pound per square foot (psf) is predicted to impact one of the islands between March 1 and June
30, greater than 1.5 psf between July 1 and September 30, and greater than 2 psf between
October 1 and February 28. Monitoring activities related to harbor activities will consist of
conducting and recording observations of pinnipeds prior to, during, and after maintenance and
dredging activities. The monitoring notes would provide dates, location, species, Air Force
activity, behavioral state, and numbers of animals that reacted to the activities.

This Alternative includes mandatory requirements for the Air Force to achieve the MMPA
requirement of effecting the least practicable adverse impact on each species or stock of marine
mammal and their habitat, paying particular attention to rookeries, mating grounds, and other
areas of similar significance.

REPORTING MEASURES

The Air Force will submit a report to the NMFS West Coast Region within 90 days after each
launch. This report must contain the following information:

(1) Date(s) and time(s) of the launch;
(2) Design of the monitoring program; and
(3) Results of the monitoring program, including:

a. Numbers of pinnipeds present on the haul-out prior to commencement of the
launch,

b. Numbers of pinnipeds that may have been harassed as noted by the number of
pinnipeds estimated to have entered the water as a result of launch noise,

c. The length of time pinnipeds remained off the haul-out or rookery,

d. Numbers of pinniped adults, juveniles or pups that may have been injured or
killed as a result of the launch, and

e. Behavioral modifications by pinnipeds that were likely the result of launch noise
or the sonic boom.
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The Air Force will also submit an annual report summarizing the details of all 90-day launch
reports on March 1 of each year. A final monitoring report will be submitted to us no later than
180 days prior to the expiration of the final rule, if we issue it. The final report will:

(1) Summarize the activities undertaken and the results reported in all previous reports,

(2) Assess the impacts at each of the major rookeries;

(3) Assess the cumulative impacts on pinnipeds and other marine mammals from the
authorized activities,

(4) State the date(s), location(s), and findings of any research activities related to monitoring
the effects of launch noise, sonic booms, and harbor activities on marine mammal
populations.

In the unanticipated event that the specified activity clearly causes the take of a marine mammal
in a manner prohibited by the Authorization (if issued), such as an injury (Level A harassment),
serious injury, or mortality (e.g., vessel-strike, stampede, etc.), the Air Force and/or its designees
shall immediately cease the specified activities and immediately report the incident to the Chief
of the Permits and Conservation Division, Office of Protected Resources. The Air Force and/or
its designees may not resume activities until we are able to review the circumstances of the
prohibited take.

We preliminarily determined that the measures included in the proposed rule and Authorization
were sufficient to reduce the effects of the Air Force’s activity on marine mammals to the level
of least practicable adverse impact. In addition, we preliminarily determined that the taking of
marine mammals, incidental to the Air Force’s action would constitute no more than a negligible
impact on the relevant species or stocks.

We have neither altered the mitigation, monitoring and reporting requirements to be included in
the final rule and Authorization nor have we received any information that would cause us to
change our preliminary determinations under the MMPA.. Accordingly, this Preferred Alternative
would satisfy the purpose and need of our proposed action under the MMPA-issuance of final
rule and associated an Authorization, along with required mitigation measures and monitoring.
This would enable the Air Force to comply with the statutory and regulatory requirements of the
MMPA.

2.3.2 ALTERNATIVE 2—-NO ACTION

We are required to evaluate the No Action Alternative per CEQ NEPA regulations. The No
Action Alternative serves as a baseline to compare the impacts of the Preferred and other
Alternatives.

Under the No Action Alternative, the Air Force could choose not to proceed with their proposed
activities or proceed without an Authorization. If they choose the latter, the Air Force would not
be exempt from the MMPA prohibitions against the take of marine mammals and would be in
violation of the MMPA if take of marine mammals occurs.

For purposes of this EA, we characterize the No Action Alternative as the Air Force not
receiving an Authorization and the Air Force conducting launch, aircraft, and helicopter
operations from VAFB launch complexes and Delta Mariner operations, cargo unloading
activities, and harbor maintenance dredging in support of the Delta IV/EELV launch activity on
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south VAFB without the protective measures and reporting requirements required by an
Authorization under the MMPA.. We take this approach to meaningfully evaluate the primary
environmental issues—the impact on marine mammals from these activities in the absence of
protective measures.
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CHAPTER 3 — AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

This chapter describes existing conditions in the proposed action areas. Complete descriptions of the
physical, biological, and social environment of the action area are in the following:

e our proposed rule notice in the Federal Register (78 FR 73794, December 9, 2013);

¢ Issuance of an Incidental Harassment Authorization to Take Marine Mammals by
Harassment during Harbor Activities Associated with the Delta IV Program at
Vandenberg Air Force Base, California (NMFS, 2005); and

e Issuance of Regulations to Take Marine Mammals by Harassment Incidental to Space
Vehicle and Test Flight Activities from Vandenberg Air Force Base, California (NMFS,
2009).

We incorporate those descriptions by reference and briefly summarize or supplement the relevant
sections for marine mammals in the following subchapters.

3.1 PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

We are required to consider impacts to the physical environment under NOAA NAO 216-6. As
discussed in Chapter 1, our proposed action and alternatives relate only to the authorization of
incidental take of marine mammals and not to the physical environment. Certain aspects of the
physical environment are not relevant to our proposed action (see subchapter 1.3.2 - Scope of
Environmental Analysis). Because of the requirements of NAO 261-6, we briefly summarize the
physical components of the environment here.

3.1.1 MARINE MAMMAL HABITAT

We presented information on marine mammal habitat and the potential impacts to marine
mammal habitat in the proposed rule Federal Register notice (78 FR 73794, December 9, 2013).
In summary, marine mammals haul out on the shorelines or in intertidal areas.

3.2 BIOLOGICAL ENVIRONMENT
3.2.1 MARINE MAMMALS

We provide information on the occurrence of marine mammals most likely to be present in the
vicinity of the proposed activity areas in section 1.1.2 of this EA. The marine mammals most
likely to be harassed incidental to the conduct of launch, aircraft, and helicopter operations from
VAFB launch complexes and Delta Mariner operations, cargo unloading activities, and harbor
maintenance dredging in support of the Delta IV/EELV launch activity on south VAFB are
primarily California sea lions, northern elephant seals, Pacific harbor seals, and to a lesser extent
northern fur seals and the eastern distinct population segment (DPS) of the Steller sea lion. None
of these species are listed as threatened or endangered under the Endangered Species Act. We
provided information on the distribution, population size, and conservation status for each
species in the proposed rule Federal Register notice, and we incorporate those descriptions by
reference here. We briefly summarize this information here.

California sea lions: At south VAFB, California sea lions regularly haul out on north Rocky
Point, with numbers often peaking in spring. California sea lions have been reported at Point
Arguello and Point Pedernales (both on south VAFB) in the past, although none have been
noted there over the past several years. In 2002, small numbers hauled out on the VAFB
harbor jetty when large numbers of bait fish had moved close to shore there (MMCG and
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SAIC, 2012). Individual sea lions have been noted hauled out throughout the VAFB coast;
these were transient or stranded specimens. California sea lions occasionally haul out on
Point Conception itself, south of VAFB. They regularly haul out on Lion Rock, north of
VAFB and immediately south of Point Sal.

There are several sea lion rookeries on San Miguel Island. Sea lions haul out at the west end
of Santa Rosa Island at Ford Point and Carrington Point. A few California sea lions have
been born on Santa Rosa Island, but no rookery has been established. On Santa Cruz Island,
California sea lions haul out from Painted Cave almost to Fraser Point, on the west end. Fair
numbers haul out at Gull Island, off the south shore near Punta Arena. Pupping appears to be
increasing there. Sea lions also haul out near Potato Harbor, on the northeast end of Santa
Cruz. California sea lions haul out by the hundreds on the south side of East Anacapa Island.

Northern elephant seals: Northern elephant seals sometimes haul out at VAFB. In 2004, a
record count of 188 animals was made, mostly newly weaned seals (MMCG and SAIC,
2012). Since that time, only a few elephant seals have been reported yearly, mostly
“weaners” and subadults, although adults have been noted occasionally. The nearest
regularly used haul-out site on the mainland coast is at Point Conception. On December 14,
2012, an immature male elephant seal was observed hauled out on the sandy beach west of
the breakwater at the VAFB harbor. The seal was again observed on December 15-18 and
December 27. This is the first documented instance of an elephant seal hauled out at the
VAFB harbor. There has been no verified breeding of northern elephant seals on VAFB.

Point Bennett on San Miguel Island is the primary northern elephant seal rookery. They also
pup and breed on Santa Rosa Island, mostly on the west end. Northern elephant seals are
rarely seen on Santa Cruz and Anacapa Islands.

Pacific harbor seals: Harbor seals are local to the area, rarely traveling more than 50 km (31
mi) from the haul out site. They haul out on small offshore rocks or reefs and sandy or
cobblestone cove beaches. There are 12 harbor seal haul-out sites on south VAFB. Of these,
10 sites represent an almost continuous haul-out area which is used by the same seals. Four
sites exist on north VAFB. Virtually all of the haul-out sites, both north and south, are used
during low tides and are wave-washed or submerged during high tides. Additionally, the
Pacific harbor seal is the only species that regularly hauls out near the VAFB harbor.

The main harbor seal haul-outs on VAFB are near Purisima Point and at Lion’s Head
(approximately 0.6 km [0.4 mi] south of Point Sal) on north VAFB and between the VAFB
harbor north to South Rocky Point Beach on south VAFB (MSRS, 2009). The Rocky Point
area is used as breeding habitat; it is approximately 1.6 km (1 mi) north of the VAFB harbor
(MSRS, 2009). Harbor seals have been reported to haul out on the coast at Sudden Ranch,
approximately 0.8 km (0.5 mi) south of the harbor.

The harbor seal population at VAFB has undergone an apparent decline. The primary cause
of this decline has been a series of natural landslides at south VAFB, resulting in the
abandonment of many haul-out sites. These slides have also resulted in extensive down-
current sediment deposition, making these sites accessible to coyotes, which are now
regularly seen there. Some of the displaced seals have moved to other sites at south VAFB,
while others likely have moved to Point Conception, about 6.5 km (4 mi) south of the
southern boundary of VAFB.
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Pacific harbor seals frequently use haul-out sites on the following islands of the Northern
Channel Islands: San Miguel; Santa Rosa; Santa Cruz; and Anacapa. On San Miguel Island,
they occur along the north coast at Tyler Bight and from Crook Point to Cardwell Point.
Additionally, they regularly breed on San Miguel Island. Harbor seals are scattered
throughout Santa Rosa Island. On Santa Cruz Island, they inhabit small coves and rocky
ledges along much of the coast. Harbor seals haul out on rocky ledges, caves, and cobble
beaches in small numbers on Anacapa Island.

Northern fur seals: No haul-out or rookery sites exist for fur seals on the mainland coast.
The only specimens that do appear on mainland beaches are stranded animals. Only one fur
seal stranding has been reported at VAFB. This involved a northern fur seal that came ashore
at Surf Beach. (This beach is on VAFB property but is accessible to the public.) This seal, a
nine-month old male, was rescued by the Santa Barbara Marine Mammal Center on March
11, 2012 (Santa Barbara Marine Mammal Center, 2012). Northern fur seals have small
rookeries at Point Bennett and on Castle Rock on San Miguel Island. They are not observed
on the other Northern Channel Islands.

Steller sea lions: In April and May of 2012, Steller sea lions were observed for the first time
at VAFB. Up to 16 adults were noted among the California sea lions at north Rocky Point.
Some individuals with distinctive scars were observed on several occasions over a several-
week period, indicating that this site was being used over time rather than as a brief rest stop
(MMCG and SAIC, 2012; MMCG and SAIC, 2012). Several animals returned in February
2013 (U.S. Air Force, unpublished data). North Rocky Point is checked during USAF
monthly marine mammal surveys, so if Steller sea lions return to this site, they will be
reported. These individuals were from the eastern DPS of Steller sea lions.

Steller sea lions once had two small rookeries on San Miguel Island, but these were
abandoned after the 1982-1983 EI Nifio event. These rookeries once represented the
southernmost colonies of the eastern stock of this species. Steller sea lions are not observed
on the other Northern Channel Islands.

NMFS’ 2012 Stock Assessment Report (James V. Carretta, 2013) also provides the latest
abundance and life history information about each species/stock in California.

NMFS Environmental Assessment — U.S. Air Force Vandenberg Air Force Base Operations 18


http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/sars/pdf/po2012.pdf

CHAPTER 4 — ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES

This chapter of the EA analyzes the impacts of the two alternatives and addresses the potential
direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts of our issuance of an Authorization.

The Air Force’s application, our notice of a proposed rule, and other related environmental analyses
identified previously, facilitate an analysis of the direct, indirect, and cumulative effects of our
proposed issuance of regulations and an associated five-year Authorization.

Under the MMPA, we have evaluated the potential impacts of the Air Force’s activities in order to
determine whether to authorize incidental take of marine mammals. Under NEPA, we have
determined that an EA is appropriate to evaluate the potential significance of environmental impacts
resulting from the issuance of our Authorization.

4.1 EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 1 — ISSUANCE OF AN AUTHORIZATION WITH MITIGATION
MEASURES

Alternative 1 is the Preferred Alternative where we would issue regulations and an associated five-
year Authorization to the Air Force allowing the incidental take, by Level B harassment, of five
species of marine mammals subject to the mandatory mitigation and monitoring measures and
reporting requirements set forth in the Authorization, if issued. We would incorporate the mitigation
and monitoring measures and reporting described earlier in this EA into a final Authorization.

4.1.1 IMPACTS TO MARINE MAMMAL HABITAT

Our proposed action would have no additive or incremental effect on the physical environment
beyond those resulting from the proposed activities. VAFB itself is not located within a marine
sanctuary, wildlife refuges, a National Park, or other conservation areas. The Northern Channel
Islands are part of the Channel Islands National Park and the Channel Islands National Marine
Sanctuary. However, with the exception of personnel going out to some of the islands to conduct
monitoring associated with the launches, this action would not add to pedestrian traffic on the
islands. The proposed activities would not result in substantial damage to ocean and coastal
habitats that might constitute marine mammal habitat. We do not anticipate that the launches of
space vehicles or missiles or Delta Mariner operations would physically alter the marine
environment or negatively impact the physical environment in the proposed action areas. The
Authorization would not impact physical habitat features, such as substrates and/or water quality.

4.1.2 IMPACTS TO MARINE MAMMALS

Launch vehicles have the potential to impact hauled out pinnipeds at VAFB and on some of the
Northern Channel Islands. Additionally, the Air Force and its contractors conduct maintenance
and dredging operations and cargo unloading at the south VAFB harbor. Impacts from these
activities could occur from both acoustic and visual stimuli and have the potential to cause
marine mammals to flush into the surrounding water or cause a short-term behavioral
disturbance for marine mammals in the action areas.

We expect that these disturbances would result, at worst, in a temporary modification in
behavior, temporary changes in animal distribution, and/or low-level physiological effects (Level
B harassment) of certain species or stocks of marine mammals. We expect these impacts to be
minor because we do not anticipate measurable changes to the population or impacts to
rookeries, mating grounds, and other areas of similar significance. The duration and extent of the
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impacts would be short-term (launches last seconds, and harbor activities only occur for a few
days at a time) and localized.

Under the Preferred Alternative, we would authorize, incidental take, by Level B harassment
only, of five species of marine mammals. We expect no long-term or substantial adverse effects
on marine mammals, their habitats, or their role in the environment. We base our conclusion on
the results of previous monitoring reports for the same activities and anecdotal observations for
the same activities conducted in the proposed action areas.

The Air Force proposed a number of monitoring and mitigation measures for marine mammals
as part of our evaluation for the Preferred Alternative. In analyzing the effects of the Preferred
Alternative, we conclude that the following monitoring and mitigation measures would minimize
and/or avoid impacts to marine mammals:
(1) All aircraft and helicopter flight paths must maintain a minimum distance of 1,000 ft (305
m) from recognized seal haul-outs and rookeries (e.g., Point Sal, Purisima Point, Rocky
Point), except in emergencies or for real-time security incidents (e.g., search-and-rescue,
fire-fighting), which may require approaching pinniped haul-outs and rookeries closer
than 1,000 ft (305 m).

(2) For missile and rocket launches, avoid, whenever possible, launches during the harbor
seal pupping season of March through June, unless constrained by factors including, but
not limited to, human safety, national security, or for space vehicle launch trajectory
necessary to meet mission objectives.

(3) Avoid, whenever possible, launches which are predicted to produce a sonic boom on the
Northern Channel Islands during harbor seal, elephant seal, California sea lion, and
northern fur seal pupping seasons of March through June.

(4) If post-launch surveys determine that an injurious or lethal take of a marine mammal has
occurred, the launch procedure and the monitoring methods must be reviewed, in
cooperation with the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), and appropriate
changes must be made through modification to a Letter of Authorization, prior to
conducting the next launch under that Letter of Authorization.

(5) If activities occur during nighttime hours, turn on lighting equipment before dusk. The
lights would remain on for the entire night to avoid startling pinnipeds.

(6) Initiate operations before dusk.

(7) Keep construction noises at a constant level (i.e., not interrupted by periods of quiet in
excess of 30 minutes) while pinnipeds are present.

(8) If activities cease for longer than 30 minutes and pinnipeds are in the area, initiate a
gradual start-up of activities to ensure a gradual increase in noise levels.

(9) A qualified observer would visually monitor the harbor seals on the beach adjacent to the
harbor and on rocks for any flushing or other behaviors as a result of the activities.

(10)  The Delta Mariner and accompanying vessels would enter the harbor only when the
tide is too high for harbor seals to haul-out on the rocks; reducing speed to 1.5 to 2 knots
(1.5-2 nm/hr; 2.8-3.7 km/hr) once the vessel is within 3 mi (4.83 km) of the harbor. The
vessel would enter the harbor stern first, approaching the wharf and moorings at less than
0.75 knot (1.4 km/hr).
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(11) Explore alternate dredge methods and introduce quieter techniques and equipment as
they become available.

Injury: The Air Force did not request authorization to take marine mammals by injury (Level A
harassment), serious injury, or mortality. Based on the results of our analyses, the Air Force’s
environmental analyses, previous monitoring reports, and anecdotal observations for the same
activities there is no evidence that the Air Force’s planned activities could result in injury,
serious injury, or mortality within the action area. The required mitigation and monitoring
measures would minimize any potential risk for marine mammals.

Vessel Strikes: The potential for striking marine mammals is a concern with vessel traffic.
Studies have associated ship speed with the probability of a ship strike resulting in an injury or
mortality of an animal. However, it is highly unlikely that the use of the Delta Mariner would
result in injury, serious injury, or mortality to any marine mammal. Typically, the reasons for
vessel strikes are fast transit speeds, lack of maneuverability, or not seeing the animal because
the boat is so large. The Delta Mariner will access the harbor at slow transit speeds negating any
chance of an accidental strike.

Estimated Take of Marine Mammals by Level B Incidental Harassment: The Air Force has
requested take by Level B harassment as a result of the acoustic and visual stimuli generated by
their proposed activities. We expect that sounds produced during launch activities and harbor
maintenance and dredging, as well as pedestrian traffic during these activities, would cause a
short-term behavioral disturbance for marine mammals in the proposed areas.

We estimate that the launch activities could potentially affect, by Level B harassment only, five
species of marine mammals under our jurisdiction and that four of those five species could be
potentially affected by Level B harassment from the Delta Mariner operations, cargo unloading,
and harbor dredging and maintenance.

Table 2 outlines the number of Level B harassment takes that we propose to authorize and could
occur as a result of the Air Force’s activities annually.

Table 2. Estimated marine mammal takes for proposed authorization.

Species Total number of proposed Level B takes annually
Pacific harbor seal 31,161
California sea lion 465,129
Northern elephant seal 80,024
Steller sea lion 1,824
Northern fur seal 62,500

We do not expect the proposed activities to impact rates of recruitment or survival for any
affected species or stock. Further, the activities would not adversely affect marine mammal
habitat.
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4.2 EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 2— NO ACTION ALTERNATIVE

Under the No Action Alternative, we would not issue an Authorization to the Air Force. As a result,
the Air Force would not receive an exemption from the MMPA prohibitions against the take of
marine mammals and would, if it were to proceed with its activities, be in violation of the MMPA if
take of marine mammals occurs.

The impacts to elements of the human environment resulting from the No Action alternative—
conducting activities in the absence of required protective measures for marine mammals under the
MMPA—would be greater than those impacts resulting from Alternative 1, the Preferred
Alternative.

4.2.1 IMPACTS TO MARINE MAMMAL HABITAT

Under the No Action Alternative, the action would have no additive or incremental effect on the
physical environment beyond those resulting from the Air Force’s activities, which we evaluated
in the referenced documents. This Alternative would result in similar effects on the physical
environment as Alternative 1. The only potential difference in impacts to marine mammal habitat
under the no action alternative would be that those conducting the harbor dredging would not be
required to explore alternate dredge methods and introduce quieter techniques and equipment as
they become available.

4.2.2 IMPACTS TO MARINE MAMMALS

Under the No Action Alternative, the Air Force’s activities would likely result in increased
amounts of Level B harassment to marine mammals and possibly, although unlikely, takes by
injury (Level A harassment), serious injury, or mortality—specifically related to visual and
acoustic stimuli—due to the absence of mitigation and monitoring measures required under the
Authorization.

If the activities proceeded without the protective measures and reporting requirements required
by a final Authorization under the MMPA, the direct, indirect, or cumulative effects on the
human or natural environment of not issuing the Authorization would include the following:

¢ Pinnipeds within the action areas could potentially experience injury (Level A harassment);
serious injury, or mortality if slow vessel speeds are not observed;

e Pinniped pups could experience injury (Level A harassment), serious injury, or mortality due
to stampede-induced crushing because there would be no restrictions on conducting activities
during pupping season and no associated monitoring if activities did occur during that time;

e Increases in the number of behavioral responses and frequency of changes in animal
distribution because of the lack of mitigation measures required in the Authorization. Thus,
the incidental take of marine mammals would likely occur at higher levels than we have
already identified and evaluated in our proposed rule Federal Register notice; and

e We would not be able to obtain the monitoring and reporting data needed to assess the
anticipated impact of the activity upon the species or stock and increased knowledge of the
species as required under the MMPA.
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4.3 COMPLIANCE WITH NECESSARY LAWS — NECESSARY FEDERAL PERMITS

We have determined that the issuance of an Authorization is consistent with the applicable
requirements of the MMPA, NMSA, and our regulations.

NMSA: We previously discussed the promulgation of MMPA regulations and issuing associated
Authorizations with the NOAA National Ocean Service’s Office of National Marine Sanctuaries to
determine whether or not NMFS’ action is likely to destroy, cause the loss of, or injure any national
marine sanctuary resources. On December 12, 2008, the Office of National Marine Sanctuaries
determined that no further consultation with NMFS was required on its proposed action as this
action is not likely to destroy, cause the loss of, or injure any national marine sanctuary resources.

4.4 UNAVOIDABLE ADVERSE IMPACTS

The Air Force’s application, our notice of a proposed rule, and other environmental analyses
identified previously summarize unavoidable adverse impacts to marine mammals or the populations
to which they belong or on their habitats occurring in the action areas. We incorporate those
documents by reference.

We acknowledge that the incidental take authorized would potentially result in unavoidable adverse
impacts. However, we do not expect the Air Force’s activities to have adverse consequences on the
viability of marine mammals in south-central California, and we do not expect the marine mammal
populations in that area to experience reductions in reproduction, numbers, or distribution that might
appreciably reduce their likelihood of surviving and recovering in the wild. We expect that the take
resulting from the launch, aircraft, and helicopter operations and Delta Mariner, cargo unloading,
and harbor maintenance and dredging operations would have a negligible impact on the affected
species or stocks of marine mammals.

The MMPA requirement of ensuring the proposed action has no unmitigable adverse impact to
subsistence uses does not apply here because there are no permitted subsistence uses of marine
mammals in the region.

4.5 CUMULATIVE EFFECTS

NEPA defines cumulative effects as “the impact on the environment which results from the
incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable
future actions regardless of what agency (federal or non-federal) or person undertakes such other
actions” (40 CFR 8§1508.7). Cumulative impacts can result from individually minor but collectively
significant actions that take place over a period of time.

Past, present, and foreseeable impacts to marine mammal populations include the following:
commercial whaling; climate change affecting the prey base and habitat quality as a result of global
warming; ship strikes; fishing gear entanglement; exposure to biotoxins and the resulting bioburden;
acoustic masking from anthropogenic noise; competition with commercial fisheries; and killer whale
predation. These activities account for cumulative impacts to regional and worldwide populations of
marine mammals, many of whom are a small fraction of their former abundance. However,
quantifying the biological costs for marine mammals within an ecological framework is a critical
missing link to our assessment of cumulative impacts in the marine environment and assessing
cumulative effects on marine mammals (Clark et al., 2009). Despite these regional and global
anthropogenic and natural pressures, available trend information indicates that most local
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populations of marine mammals in the Pacific Ocean are stable or increasing (Carretta et al., 2013).

The proposed Air Force activities would add another, albeit temporary activity to the human
environment limited to small, remote, and limited-access areas in south-central California.

451 CLIMATE CHANGE

The USFWS’ draft EIS on the South Farallon Islands Invasive House Mouse Eradication Project
(USFWS, 2013) summarizes the potential cumulative effects of climate change on marine
mammals in the research area. We incorporate the DEIS and its climate change analyses by
reference and briefly summarize impacts here.

Climate change has the potential to indirectly impact marine mammals in central California in
several different ways including: loss of suitable breeding habitat and food resources; a reduction
in the foraging or breeding ranges; and a decrease in the overall population size in the region.
Climate change would likely alter the ecosystem’s food web which could affect marine
mammals on the Farallon Islands. Increased temperatures could push populations to a more
suitable climate and impact adult survival and breeding (USFWS, 2013).

The primary threat to marine mammals is from loss of habitat and potential changes in food
supply due to climate change. Sea level rise due to climate change could flood pinniped haul-out
sites negatively impacting breeding success. Moreover, researchers anticipate that there would be
long-term impacts to marine mammals resulting from climate change that could alter their
composition and distribution on the Islands (USFWS, 2013).

With the large degree of uncertainty on the impact of climate change to marine mammals in
central California, we recognize that warming of this region could affect the prey base and
habitat quality for marine mammals. Nonetheless, we expect that ongoing and future Air Force
activities from VAFB and the issuance of an Authorization to the Air Force would not result in
any noticeable contributions to climate change.

45.2 PAST, PRESENT, AND REASONABLY FORESEEABLE FUTURE ACTIVITIES

The Air Force’s application, our notice of a proposed rule, and other environmental analyses
identified previously summarize the potential cumulative effects to marine mammals or the
populations to which they belong or on their habitats occurring in the action areas. We
incorporate those documents and analyses by reference here and briefly summarize them here.
Thus, this cumulative effects analysis focuses on the activities that may temporally or
geographically overlap with the Air Force’s activities and would most likely impact the marine
mammals present in the proposed areas.

Current human activities within the proposed action area are limited mostly due to the fact that
this is military land and some of the affected areas for space vehicle and missile overflights are
in a national marine sanctuary. We consider the impact of the Air Force’s presence and effects of
conducting activities in the proposed action areas to be insignificant when compared to other
human activities in the area.

453 U.S.NAVY MILITARY READINESS ACTIVITIES

The term “military readiness activities”, as defined in Public Law 107-314, Section 315(f),
includes “training and operations of the Armed Forces that relate to combat” and constitute
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“adequate and realistic testing of military equipment, vehicles, weapons, and sensors for proper
operation and suitability for combat use.” The National Defense Authorization Act of FY 2004
(Public Law) amended the MMPA definition of “harassment” as applied to military readiness
activities, and discussions of potential Level A and Level B harassment in this subsection are in
accordance with those specific definitions.

In addition to the proposed space vehicle and test flight activities from VAFB, the U.S. Navy
(Navy) is conducting activities within the vicinity of the proposed action area, and these
activities are proposed to continue. These current and proposed naval operations include missile
launch operations from San Nicolas Island (SNI) and training activities in the Hawaii-Southern
California Training and Testing (HSTT) Study Area. These activities are described below.

Missile Launch Operations from SNI

The Naval Air Warfare Center Weapons Division (NAWCWD) is the Navy’s full-spectrum
research, development, test, and evaluation center of excellence for weapons systems associated
with air warfare, aircraft weapons integration, missiles and missile subsystems, and assigned
airborne electronic warfare systems. NAWCWD is a multi-site organization that includes the
Point Mugu Sea Range. NAWCWD began a launch program for missiles and targets from
several launch sites on SNI in 2001 and plans to continue these activities. The purpose of these
launches is to support test and training activities associated with operations on the NAWCWD
Point Mugu Sea Range. The Sea Range is used by the U.S. and allied military services to test and
evaluate sea, land, and air weapon systems; to provide realistic training opportunities; and to
maintain operational readiness of these forces.

The vehicles are launched from one of several fixed locations on the western end of SNI and fly
generally westward through the Point Mugu Sea Range. Launches involve supersonic and
subsonic vehicles. NAWCWD plans to launch up to 40 vehicles from SNI per year, but this
number can vary depending on operational requirements. Up to 10 launches per year may occur
at night. Nighttime launches will only take place when required by the test objectives, e.g., when
testing the Airborne Laser system. For this system, missiles must be launched at night when the
laser is visible.

Impacts on marine mammals involve both acoustic and non-acoustic effects. Acoustic effects
relate to sound produced by the engines of all launch vehicles and, in some cases, their booster
rockets. Potential non-acoustic effects could result from the physical presence of personnel
during placement of video and acoustical monitoring equipment. However, careful deployment
of monitoring equipment is not expected to result in any disturbance to pinnipeds hauled out
nearby. Any visual disturbance caused by passage of a vehicle overhead is likely to be minor and
brief as the launch vehicles are relatively small and move at great speed. Only Level B
behavioral harassment of Pacific harbor seals, California sea lions, and northern elephant seals is
expected as a result of these activities. There is a small chance that a pup might be injured or
killed during a stampede of pinnipeds on the shore during a vehicle launch, but this has not been
documented in videotaped records of pinniped groups during launches at SNI between 2001 and
2012 (Holst et al., 2005a, b; 2008, Holst and Greene, 2010; Ugoretz and Greene, 2012). The
2008 comprehensive technical report, which covered activities between August, 2001, and
March, 2008, indicates that pinniped behavioral responses to launch sounds were, with the
exception of some responses by Pacific harbor seals, usually brief and not severe (Holst et al.,
2008). According to Holst et al. (2008), northern elephant seals exhibited little reaction to launch
sounds: raising of the head; moving a short distance; or on rare occasions, entering the water. Sea
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lions either raised their heads before quickly returning to pre-launch behavior or moved short
distances and rarely entered the water after a launch (Holst et al., 2008). Within seconds of a
launch, the harbor seals usually rushed into the water and did not return to the haul-outs for
several hours. However, video recordings indicate that most returned by the next day (Holst and
Lawson, 2002).

NAWCWD received two IHAs for these activities in 2001 and 2002. NMFS then issued
regulations to cover these activities in 2003 (68 FR 52132; September 2, 2003), which expired
on October 2, 2008. We issued regulations in 2009 for the same activities (74 FR 26580, June 3,
2009), which became effective on June 2, 2009, and expire on June 2, 2014. Between August
2001 and December 2012, NAWCWD conducted 69 launches from August 2001-October 2005;
15 launches from February 2006-December 2010; and 14 launches from January 2011-December
2012 from the western end of SNI, with no more than 25 launches in any one year. We have
received an application from the Navy to continue missile launch operations on SNI, and we are
considering rulemaking for the 2014-2019 timeframe.

HSTT Study Area

The HSTT Study Area is comprised of established operating and warning areas across the north-
central Pacific Ocean, from Southern California to Hawaii and the International Date Line. The
Study Area includes three existing range complexes: the Hawaii Range Complex, the Southern
California Range Complex, and the Silver Strand Training Complex. Each range complex is an
organized and designated set of specifically bounded geographic areas, which includes a water
component (above and below the surface), airspace, and sometimes a land component. Operating
areas (OPAREAS) and special use airspace are established within each range complex. The
Navy’s mission is to organize, train, equip, and maintain combat-ready naval forces capable of
winning wars, deterring aggression, and maintaining freedom of the seas. The Navy executes
this responsibility by establishing and executing training programs, including at-sea training and
exercises, and ensuring naval forces have access to the ranges, OPAREAS, and airspace needed
to develop and maintain skills for the conduct of naval operations. Activities involving research,
development, test, and evaluation for naval systems are an integral part of this readiness
mandate.

Within the HSTT Study Area, the Navy plans to conduct training and testing activities that will
utilize active tactical sonar sources that fall primarily into the category of Anti-submarine
Warfare exercises and proposes to conduct training and testing activities that require underwater
detonations. These activities will include the use of mid- and high-frequency active sonar (and
may include activities involving underwater detonations) within the vicinity of the proposed
action area for the Air Force’s proposed activities. The HSTT Study Area activities may cause
various impacts, including primarily Level B harassments, to marine mammal species in the
study area. Impacts from the active sonar and underwater detonations will occur while the
animals are in the water, whereas impacts from the Air Force’s activities will occur while the
animals are hauled out. NMFS issued five-year regulations to the Navy for the activities in the
HSTT Study Area on December 24, 2013 (78 FR 78106).
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CHAPTER 5 — LIST OF PREPARERS AND AGENCIES CONSULTED

Agencies Consulted:

Marine Mammal Commission
4340 East West Highway, Room 700
Bethesda, Maryland 20814

NOAA - National Marine Fisheries Service
Office of Protected Resources

Permits and Conservation Division

1315 East West Highway, SSMC 3

Silver Spring, MD 20910

Prepared By:

Candace Nachman

Fishery Biologist

Incidental Take Program

Permits and Conservation Division

Office of Protected Resources

NOAA, National Marine Fisheries Service
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX A — NEPA DOCUMENTS FOR LAUNCH VEHICLES, MISSILES, AND MISSILE PROGRAMS
AT VANDENBERG AIR FORCE BASE

Launch Vehicles
Atlas 11

U.S. Air Force. 1991. Final Environmental Assessment, Vandenberg Air Force Base, Atlas Il
Program. August.

Atlas V

U.S. Air Force. 1998. Final Environmental Impact Statement Evolved Expendable Launch
Vehicle Program.

U.S. Air Force. 2000. Final Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement for the Evolved
Expendable Launch Vehicle Program.

SRS Technologies. 2003. Environmental Assessment for the Atlas V System from SLC-3E,
Vandenberg Air Force Base, California. Prepared for the Department of the Air Force, 30™ Space
Wing. November.

Delta 11

U.S. Air Force. 1993. Final Environmental Assessment Delta Il Program Modification and
Operations at SLC-2W. March.

ENSR Consulting and Engineering. 1996. Environmental Assessment for Launch Rate Increase
for Delta Il at Vandenberg Air Force Base. ENSR Consulting and Engineering. Huntington Beach,
California. Document Number 4523-147-100.

Delta 1V

U.S. Air Force. 1998. Final Environmental Impact Statement Evolved Expendable Launch
Vehicle Program.

U.S. Air Force. 2000. Final Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement for the Evolved
Expendable Launch Vehicle Program.

Falcon

Tetra Tech, Inc. 2003. Public Draft Environmental Assessment for the Falcon Launch Vehicle
Program. Prepared for Space Exploration Technologies Corporation. El Segundo, California.
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Tetra Tech, Inc. 2003. Environmental Assessment for the Falcon Launch Vehicle Program.
Prepared for Space Exploration Technologies Corporation. El Segundo, California. July.

SRS Technologies. 2005. Supplemental Environmental Assessment for the Falcon | Launch
Vehicle Program from SLC-4W, Vandenberg Air Force Base, CA. Prepared for the Department of
the Air Force, 30" Space Wing. September.

Minotaur

California Commercial Spaceport and Lockhead Environmental Systems and Technologies.
1995. Final Environmental Assessment for the California Spaceport.

Taurus

U.S. Air Force. 1992. Environmental Assessment for Taurus Standard Small Launch Vehicle
Program at VVandenberg Air Force Base, California. Engineering Science. Pasadena, California.

U.S. Air Force. 1993. Supplemental Environmental Assessment for Taurus Standard Small
Launch Program at VVandenberg Air Force Base, California. The Aerospace Corp. El Segundo,
California.

Titan |1

U.S. Air Force. 1987. Final Environmental Assessment Titan Il Space Launch Vehicle
Modifications and Launch Operations. August.

Titan IV

U.S. Air Force. 1988. Final Environmental Assessment Titan IV Space Launch Vehicle
Modifications and Launch Operations. February.

U.S. Air Force. 1990. Environmental Assessment Titan IV/Solid Rocket Motor Upgrade
Program, Cape Canaveral Air Force Station Florida and VVandenberg Air Force Base, California.
February.

Missiles
Minuteman I, 111
U.S. Air Force. 1976. Final Environmental Assessment Minuteman and Thor Programs.

Space and Missile Systems Center. 2004. Environmental Assessment for Minuteman |11
Modification. Prepared for ICBM System Program Office, Ogden Air Logistics Center, Hill Air
Force Base, Utah. December.
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Peacekeeper

U.S. Air Force. 1988. Peacekeeper Rail Garrison Program Environmental Impact Statement.
November.

Missile Programs

Ground Base Interceptor

U.S. Army Space and Missile Defense Command. 2003. Preliminary Final Environmental
Impact Statement for the Ground-based Midcourse Defense and Extended Test Range. Volumes |
and Il. Huntsville, Alabama.

Airborne Laser

U.S. Air Force. 2003. Final Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement for the Airborne
Laser at Kirtland, White Sands Missile Range/Holloman Air Force Base New Mexico; Edwards,
Vandenberg Air Force Base, California.

Alternate Boost Vehicle

U.S. Air Force. 1998. Final Environmental Impact Statement Evolved Expendable Launch
Vehicle Program.

U.S. Army Space and Missile Defense Command. 2002. Environmental Assessment for
Alternate Boost Vehicle Verification Tests. Huntsville, Alabama.

Theater Ballistic Missile Targets

U.S. Air Force. 1997. Final Theater Ballistic Missile Targets Programmatic Environmental
Assessment. Vandenberg Air Force Base, California.

Ballistic Missile Defense System

Missile Defense Agency. 2007. Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement for Missile
Defense Agency’s Ballistic Missile Defense System: Volumes 1-3. January.
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APPENDIX B — MARINE MAMMAL COMMISSION LETTER

MARINE MAMMAL COMMISSION

16 December 2013

Mr. P. hMichael Payne, Chief

Permits and Conservation Divizsion
OHfice of Protected Fesonrces
MNational Manae Fisheries Sermice

1315 East-West Highway, Eoom 13635
Sibrer Spring, MY 20010

Dear My Payne:

The Marine Mammal Commission (the Commission), in consultation with its Committes of
Soentfic Advisors on Marne Mammals, has reviewed the Mational Manne Fisheries Serrice’s
(WAIES) 9 December 2013 (78 Fed Reg 73794 notice and the letter of anthorization application
submmutted by the US. Air Force seeking issnance of regulations noder section 101{a)(51(A) of the
Marine Mammal Protection Act. The regnlatsons wonld anthodze the taking of marine mammals
incidental to rocket and owssile lamnches, aireraft and helicopter operations, Diafis Memmer operations,
cargo nnloading activities, and harbhor mantenance dredping at Vandenberg Air Force Baze (VAFE)
in California. The final mle wonld be valid from Febmary 2014 to Febomary 2019. The Commission
previonshy has commented on similar proposed miles and proposed incidental harassment

anthonzations.

RECOMMENDATION

The Marine Manmal Commission reeommends that the Mational Marine Fisheries Serrice
issme the final mla, subject to inchision of the proposed mutigation, monitoring, and reporting

mMeaNzies.

RATIONALE

The Air Force proposes to continne o condnet (1) cocket and oussile lannches and aircsaft
and helicopter operations at VAFE and (2) Deffr Marwer operations, cargo naloading actimties, and
harbor maintenanee dredging in support of the Delta IV /Evolved Expendable Lanneh Viehicle
lannch actrvaty in the harbor at south VAFB. Those actimities wonld be anthonzed for an additional

five vears.

BAMES preliminarity has determined that, at most, the proposed activities wonld result in the
temporary modification of the behavior of harbor seals, Californea sea hons, northern elephant seals,
Steller sea hons, and northern fiur seals. It also anticipates that any wnpact on the affected species
and stocks wonld be negligible. NAMFS does mot anticipate any take of marine mammals by death or
serions iy and believes that the potential for distarbance will be at the least practicable level
becanse of the proposed mutigation and momdtorng measures. Those measnres inclnde—

4340 Eazr-West Hheboray = Boom 700 » Bethesda, MD 208144408 « T: 3005040087 = F: 301.304.0099

B

NMFS Environmental Assessment — U.S. Air Force Vandenberg Air Force Base Operations



MAMr. P. hfichael Payne
16 December 2013

Page 2

(L}

Z)

3

[

(8)
@

(10

(1L

(12)

(1%

(14

(15)
(16)

mamntaining g munirm arcraft and helicopter flight path of 305 m from recognized
pinniped hanl-ont zites and rookeries (e.g.. Point Sal Purisima Point, Rocky Pount), except in
emergenmes of for real-time secnaty incidents;

avouding, whenever possible, rocket and muissie lannches dnning the harbor seal pupping
season of March through Jrne, nnless constrained by factors inclnding, bat not lmited to,
himan safety, national seennty, or for space vehicle lannch trajectory necessary to meet
mussion objectres;

avouding. whenever possible, lannches which are predicted to prodnce a sonic boom on the
Morthern Channel Islands (MCI) dunng harbor seal, elephant seal, California sea hon, and
northern fiur seal pupping seasons of March throngh Jone;

initiating Dreffs Mariner operations, cargo noloading, and harbor masntenance dredging before
dusk and if actirities mnst oconr at meght, tarning on the highting squepment before dusk to
awoud startling penmpeds;

Eeeping constmetion noises at a constant level (Le., not intermipted by peciods of guet in
emcess of 30 minutes) and inihating a gradual start-ep of activities if they are stopped for
longer than 30 mintes while pinnipeds are present;

Loviting the araval and depachire of the Diefte Mariner and the accompanying tughoat to hugh
tides and dayhght honrs;

restrcting vessel speed to 2.5-3.7 km 'he within 4.8 km of the harbor and 1.4 km ‘hr when
approaching the wharf and moonngs and approaching stern side first;

introducing queter dredming technigues and equipment as alternate methods are explored;
conducting in-sn aconstic measnrements of linnch wehicles that have not been measnred
preTionsly;

using qualified observers to monitor pinnsped actimity in the wicinity of the rockery nearest
the lannch platform or, in the absence of pinnipeds at that location, at another nearby hanl-
out site (a) for at least 72 howrs prior to any planned launch ceoring during the harbor seal
puppung seazon, (b) for a period of time not less than 48 honrs subsequent to the lannch,
and (¢) wuthin two weeks to ensure there were no adverse effects on any manne mammals;
uming qualified observers to monitor hanl-out sites closest to the predicted some boom
smrpact area on NCT, if it is determined by modeling that a sonic boom of greater than (a) 1
psf is predicted to tmpact one of the Islands between March 1 and June 30, (b 1.5 psf
between July 1 and September 30, and () 2 psf between October 1 and Febmary 25;
mipplementing observations at VAFD and on INCI with mideo recordings of femals-pup
responses diupng dayhight lanaches in the pupping season;

using qualified observers to monitor before, doring, and after the proposed harhor actrrties
at times when tides are less than or equal to 0.6 m and pinmpeds can hanl ont—if those
activities ooons at might, ohzerrers wonld nse mght-wizion scopes;

reporting injured and dead marine mammals to NAIFS wathen 48 honrs if the animal conld
have been inmred or killed by the proposed activities—the procednres and monitorng
measues would be revieved in cooperation with INAFES and the letter of anthorization
modified accordingly prior to condncting addrhonal actrobes;

participating in an adaptire management process; and

submitting lanach-specific monstoning reports, annual momitorng repods, and a final
comprehensive monitoring report o MAMES.
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Mir. P. Afichael Payne
16 December 2013
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The Conwmission concnrs with NMFS's preliminary finding and therefore recommends that
WNMFS izsne the final mle, subject to inchision of the proposed metigation, momitoring, and
LEpOrHng NIeasIIes

The Commisson appreciates the opportinity to provide comments on the Air Foree’s
application. Please contact me if you have guestions concerning the Commission’s recommendation.

Sinecerely,

) T
' [ g " BT
=it et ra

Febecea ]. Lent, Ph DD,
Execntive Directos
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