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CHAPTER 1

PURPOSE AND NEED FOR THE PROPOSED ACTION

1.1
INTRODUCTION
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.  The Air Force proposes to change the MOA name to Warthog A, lower the floor of the MOA from 7,000 feet mean sea level (MSL) to 3,000 feet above ground level (AGL) and split the new airspace into independently operated MOAs to be designated Warthog B and Warthog C.  Within the aviation community there are two methods often used to describe altitudes, one is MSL; the MSL metric uses the average sea level as its starting point.  The other is AGL which uses the altitude of the ground directly below as the starting point.  Special use airspace often uses MSL to describe its ceiling and AGL to describe its floor.  This enables training aircrews operating in the lower portions of the airspace to take full advantage of terrain features of the land below.  In the case of the proposed MOA, the average ground elevation beneath is approximately 200 feet above MSL with its floor described as 3,000 feet AGL.  This means that aircraft operating at the bottom of the MOA will be at approximately 3,200 feet MSL.  While ground elevation varies under the MOA, the proposed increase in vertical extent of Gamecock MOA is approximately 3,800 feet.  No changes to the underlying military training routes (MTRs) or the overlying air traffic control assigned airspace (ATCAA) would occur.
Under a memorandum of agreement with the FAA, the Air Force, as lead agency, has prepared this EA 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] Part 1500-1508), 32 CFR Part 989, and FAA Order 7400.2E, Procedures for Handling Airspace Matters.
1.2
BACKGROUND

Gamecock A MOA encompasses approximately 736 square miles and overlies portions of Bladen, Columbus, and Robeson counties in southeastern North Carolina (Figure 1-1).  The MOA (managed by Pope Air Force Base [AFB] for scheduling purposes) is used primarily (88 percent of the time) by A-10 aircrews from the 23d Fighter Group (23 FG) at Pope AFB in North Carolina.  Other aircraft (AV-8, F‑15E, and F-16) from Pope AFB, the Navy, and other AFBs in the region also train within the MOA.
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Figure 1-1. Location of Gamecock A MOA in North Carolina




The A-10 aircraft, also known as the Warthog, is a high-survivability and extremely versatile aircraft that was used extensively during Operation Desert Storm, in support of North Atlantic Treaty Organization operations in response to the Kosovo crisis, in Iraq for Operation Iraqi Freedom, and currently in Iraq for Operation Enduring Freedom.  The A-10 has excellent maneuverability and attack capabilities that were proven during Operation Desert Storm when the aircraft was credited with destroying over 1,000 Iraqi tanks, 1,200 artillery pieces, and 2,000 other vehicles.  Fitted with one GAU-8/A 30 millimeter Gatling gun and 16,000 pounds of mixed ordnance, the A-10 is a highly lethal weapon in the combat arena.  Approximately 365 A-10s remain in active service for the Air Force and Air National Guard.  Many are being upgraded with new software and cockpit displays so they can carry the latest generation of guided weapons. The Air Force estimates that the current inventory distributed among Air Combat Command (ACC), the Air Force Reserve, and the Air National Guard, will remain in service until at least 2028.  Pope AFB has 36 primary A-10 aircraft and 7 backup aircraft in their inventory.
The primary mission of the 23 FG, as an important part of the Air and Space Expeditionary Force (AEF), is to provide day and night close air support (CAS) to ground forces and to serve as forward air control observers for sighting ground threats and directing air strikes against enemy targets.  A-10 pilots train extensively in preparation for mission implementation.  The type of air-to-ground training includes high altitude dive bomb (HADB), high angle strafe (HAS), and dive bomb (DB) maneuvers.  The 23 FG currently trains in the Gamecock A MOA, Gamecock India MOA in South Carolina, and Fort Bragg Training Range in North Carolina.  Although absent of surface ground targets, the 23 FG benefits from aerial maneuver “dry run” training. 
1.3
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 are essential for CAS 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 by the 23 FG for sortie-operations training.  The lateral size of the MOA is adequate, but the vertical floor of 7,000 feet MSL does not allow aircrews to realistically train.  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 (Edwards AFB 2004).
Other ranges and training airspace exist in the region; however, each of these locations has limitations that preclude their fulfilling the needed training for the 23 FG.
· Seymour-Johnson Echo MOA, located approximately 30 nautical miles (NM) northeast of Pope AFB, has the same floor as Gamecock A MOA (i.e., 7,000 feet MSL) which does not allow for realistic training of CAS maneuvers;  

· Gamecock India MOA due west of Gamecock A MOA , is used only for low-altitude training, is located approximately 100 NM from Pope AFB, and has vertical dimensions of 100 feet AGL to 6,000 feet MSL making it unusable for HADB, HAS, and DB maneuvers;
· Fort Bragg Training Range, located approximately 15 NM from the base, offers limited training sources and is primarily scheduled and utilized by the Army; and
· Poinsett MOA, located in South Carolina, extends from 100 feet AGL to 2,500 feet MSL.  As such, this MOA would not provide the necessary airspace to conduct HADB, HAS, and DB maneuvers required for A-10 sortie-operations training.
The Gamecock A MOA currently extends from 7,000 feet MSL to 17,999 feet MSL.  Pope AFB has indicated that the lateral size (736 square miles) of Gamecock A MOA is sufficient to accommodate operational training requirements; however, the MOA lacks the lower vertical dimensions necessary for A-10 pilots to sufficiently conduct air-to-ground sortie-operations.  As is, the airspace does not allow aircrews to practice CAS maneuvers (i.e., HADB, HAS, or DB) in realistic scenarios.
For ranges and airspace to be useful, they must be in proximity to the home bases of the aircraft that use them.  Gamecock A MOA is located within 30 NM of the base.  A 2001 RAND Report, Relating Ranges and Airspace to ACC Missions and Training, evaluated the adequacy of ACC ranges and airspace infrastructure (RAND 2001).  A summary finding stated that A-10s aircrews at Pope AFB received less actual training time than their counterparts at other bases because of geographical separation from their training assets.  Modification of the MOA would, in addition to recognized fuel cost savings, maximize training time that is otherwise lost when pilots are required to transit to remote training locations.

Lowering the floor of the MOA to 3,000 feet AGL would enhance the effectiveness of the 23 FG training by providing air-to-ground sortie-operations training (i.e., HADB, HAS, and DB) in airspace managed and scheduled by Pope AFB.  Other locations exist for A-10 air-to-ground sortie-operations training; however, none possess the scheduling advantage (i.e., priority-scheduling) or proximity of location as that found in Gamecock A MOA.  
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