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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The United States Air Force (Air Force) in cooperation with the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) prepared this environmental assessment (EA) for modification of special use airspace currently designated the Gamecock Alpha (A) military operations area (MOA) in North Carolina.  This EA analyzes the potential environmental consequences resulting from the Air Force proposal to lower the floor of the MOA from 7,000 feet mean sea level (MSL) to 3,000 feet above ground level (AGL).  The proposed lowering of the floor of Gamecock A MOA would increase the vertical extent of the special use military airspace by approximately 3,800 feet, providing the dimensions necessary for A-10 pilots from the 23d Fighter Group (23 FG) at Pope Air Force Base (AFB) to conduct realistic air-to-ground training.  The proposal would allow A-10 pilots to perform simulated high altitude dive bomb (HADB), high angle strafe (HAS), and dive bomb (DB) maneuvers in airspace managed and scheduled by Pope AFB.  In addition, the modification would involve renaming the MOA as the Warthog MOA and dividing it internally into three sub-areas.
This EA has been prepared by the Air Force, Headquarters Air Combat Command (HQ ACC), in accordance with the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations implementing NEPA (40 [Code of Federal Regulations] CFR 1500-1508), and 32 CFR Part 989.
PURPOSE AND NEED FOR MODIFICATION OF GAMECOCK A MOA
To be proficient in the combat theater, the 23 FG must train as they would fight.  A-10 aircraft have proven to be essential for close air support of troops in Iraq and Afghanistan.  These conflicts have revealed a need to employ HADB, HAS, and DB maneuvers to a greater extent.  Gamecock A MOA is the single dedicated special use airspace scheduled by Pope AFB.  The MOA is used extensively (88 percent) by the 23 FG.  The lateral size of the MOA is adequate for the types of training that the 23 FG is required to accomplish, but the vertical floor of 7,000 feet MSL does not allow realistic training in all required maneuver types.  For example, to realistically perform a HADB, an A-10 would climb to approximately 13,000 feet MSL, fly nearly horizontal to gain speed, and then dive at an angle between 45 and 60 degrees for approximately 8 seconds before pulling up between 4,500 and 5,000 feet MSL, the minimum recovery altitude for this type of maneuver.
Other ranges and training airspace in North Carolina (i.e., Fort Bragg Training Range, Seymour-Johnson Echo, and Gamecock India) provide opportunities for valuable training for the 23 FG; however, due to limitations (i.e., vertical dimensions) they lack the necessary requirements for realistic HADB, HAS, and DB sortie-operations training.
PROPOSED ACTION AND NO-ACTION ALTERNATIVE
Under the proposed action, the Air Force would implement three modifications.  First, the name of the MOA would be changed from Gamecock A MOA to Warthog A MOA.  The MOA is managed by Pope Air Force Base (AFB) and is used primarily by A-10 aircrews from the 23 FG of Pope AFB.  Next, the floor of the MOA would be lowered from 7,000 MSL to 3,000 feet AGL to accommodate simulated HADB, HAS, and DB maneuvers.  Lastly, the new airspace (i.e., 6,999 feet MSL to 3,000 feet AGL) would be split into two separate, independently operated areas – Warthog Bravo (B) MOA and Warthog Charlie (C) MOA to permit the airspace to be recalled, as needed, for safety purposes.   The 23 Operations Support Squadron (OSS) would employ several management actions that would deactivate the lower MOAs should the proposed action be implemented.  These management actions would be defined in letters of agreement currently being developed between the Department of Defense and FAA in accordance with FAA 7400.2 (personal communication, Judd 2006).
First, 23 OSS would coordinate with other military scheduling authorities (e.g., Shaw AFB, Seymour-Johnson AFB) to ensure the lower portions of Warthog B and Warthog C MOAs would not be activated when the military training routes (MTR) underneath the MOA are in use since the ceilings of several MTRs (i.e., IR-35, IR-62, VR-83, and VR-87) extend above 4,000 feet MSL.  Second, the 23 OSS would develop procedures to expeditiously return the airspace when heavy traffic volumes into Elizabethtown Airport require that Washington Air Route Traffic Control Center (ARTCC) recall the airspace of Warthog B MOA below 4,100 feet MSL.  Lastly, the 23 OSS would develop procedures to expeditiously return the airspace when Fayetteville Approach determines that traffic along Federal Airway V-136 and into local airports (i.e., Fayetteville, Charlotte, Wilmington, Myrtle Beach, and Lumberton airports) reach volumes that necessitate recalling the airspace.
In addition to the proposed action, the Air Force analyzed the no-action alternative.  Under the no-action alternative, the Air Force would not request modification of the Gamecock A MOA at this time.

MITIGATION MEASURES

In accordance with 32 CFR Part 989.22, the Air Force must indicate if any mitigation measures would be needed to implement the proposed action.  For purposes of this EA (to modify the Gamecock A MOA) no mitigation measures are proposed to arrive at a finding of no significant impact if the proposed action or no-action alternative were selected for implementation.
SUMMARY OF POTENTIAL ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS

According to the analysis in this EA, implementation of the proposed action would not result in significant impacts to any resource category.  Implementing the proposed action would not significantly affect existing conditions in the areas underneath or adjacent to the boundaries of Gamecock A MOA.  Table ES-1 summarizes the potential impacts for the proposed action and the no-action alternative.
	Table ES-1  Summary of Potential Environmental Impacts

	Resource
	Modifications to Gamecock A MOA
	No-Action Alternative

	Airspace Management and Use
	Consequences to civilian or general aviation would be minimal.  Pope AFB 23 OSS would implement management actions in cooperation with local and regional FAA air traffic centers to minimize any potential conflicts with underlying IR, VR, and SKE traffic.
	Gamecock A MOA would not be modified.  Airspace management and use would remain unchanged from existing conditions.

	Noise
	Average noise levels beneath Warthog B would increase by 3 dB while average noise levels beneath Warthog C would increase by 0.5 dB.  Currently, the average noise level in both areas is 38 dB DNL.  Noise levels along the MTRs in the MOA would continue to range from a low of 51 dBA DNL to a high of 62 dBA DNL.  In summary, there would be no significant adverse impact to noise resources under the proposal.
	Noise levels in the MOA airspace would remain unchanged from current conditions.

	Air Quality
	Emissions from the increased flights below 5,000 feet AGL (mixing height) would contribute less than 1 percent for any of the criteria pollutants.  Insignificant impact to local air quality.
	Conditions would remain unchanged.  No impact would be expected.

	Biological Resources
	Vegetation, wildlife, or special-status species would not be significantly affected by implementation of the proposal to lower the floor of the Gamecock MOA.  Aircraft operations would remain unchanged and no construction activities would occur.  Average noise levels in Warthog B would remain relatively low; therefore, no significant impact to wildlife under the MOA would be expected.
	Insignificant impact.  Sortie-operations training in the MOA would remain at and above 7,000 feet MSL.

	Safety 
	Communication between Pope AFB’s 43 OSS and Fayetteville ATCT and Washington ARTCC would reduce potential civilian and military aircraft conflicts.  A-10s would spend 97 percent of their time above 4,500 feet MSL – potential bird/wildlife aircraft strike hazard (BASH) impacts would be insignificant.
	No impacts to flight safety would be anticipated under implementation of this alternative as training sortie-operations would remain unchanged in the MOA.

	Environmental Justice
	Low-income, minority populations, and children would not be disproportionately or significantly impacted from the projected 3 dB increase over baseline in the Warthog B MOA.  There would be no increased risk to children or adults on the ground from airspace operations.
	The floor of the Gamecock A MOA would not be lowered.  No impacts would be anticipated.

	Land Management and Use, Visual, and Recreational Resources
	No change to existing land management because no land-disturbing actions are proposed.  Visual and recreational resources would not be significantly impacted.  In Warthog B MOA, average noise levels would be 3 dB greater than baseline while noise levels below Warthog C would be 0.5 dB greater than baseline.  Overall, the impact to these resources would not be significant.
	No change to aircraft operations in the MOA.  No impact would be expected to these resources.

	Cultural Resources
	Overall impact would be negligible.  No ordnance or other materials would be discharged and there would be no impacts to cultural resources from sonic booms as supersonic flight is not permitted in the MOA.  Average noise levels in Warthog B would increase 3 dB over baseline but the impact would be insignificant compared to noise levels along the MTRs.
	No impacts to cultural resources as a result of ongoing activities in the MOA would be expected.
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