FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT (FNSI)

ARMY NATIONAL GUARD ANNUAL TRAINING ACTIVITIES

GOLDEN COYOTE 2012-2016

A.  Description of the Proposed Action and Alternatives

The South Dakota Army National Guard (SDARNG) conducts annual mission essential training, collective tasks which must be successfully performed if an organization is to accomplish its wartime mission(s). The purpose of these Annual Training exercises is to meet the military readiness objectives of the US Army.  This training is required to fulfill the SDARNG’s Federal mission of providing combat ready units to the National Defense effort in times of national emergency while, at the same time, ensuring the safety and security of the civilian community during peacetime.  These objectives can be satisfied through the establishment of specific training activities at designated locations following a common set of plans and procedures as defined in Publication TC 25-8.  An analysis of the potential environmental impacts of the preferred alternative and viable alternatives are documented in an environmental assessment entitled “Environmental Assessment for Army National Guard Annual Training Activities on the Buffalo Gap National Grasslands, Nebraska National Forest: GOLDEN COYOTE 2012-2016”, dated December 2011.  This Environmental Assessment analyzes the environmental and social affects of the proposed action and viable alternatives.  It has been prepared in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA, 42 USC § 4321 to 4370e), the Council on Environmental Quality Regulations for Implementing the Procedural Provisions of NEPA (CEQ Regulations, 40 CFR Parts 1500-1508), Environmental Analysis of Army Actions (32 CFR 651), and the June 2006 NGB NEPA Handbook.
Proposed Action. The Proposed Action is the SDARNG’s Preferred Alternative.  SDARNG is proposing to conduct mission essential training for approximately 3000 soldiers collectively referred to as “GOLDEN COYOTE,” in the state during June 2012-2016.  The Proposed Action discusses the following:


(1).  Annual Training exercises are to be conducted at 9 locations comprising approximately 500 acres on Buffalo Gap National Grasslands, Nebraska National Forest of western South Dakota in June 2012-2016.    These activities will primarily occur within properties managed by the U.S. Forest Service (Nebraska National Forest).  Based on the outcome of this NEPA process the U.S. Forest Service would issue a special use permit to the SDARNG to conduct these training activities on these properties which are under their control. 

(2). Military tactical training activities are to be included in GOLDEN COYOTE.  Such activities include patrolling, “lanes training”, bridging, tank ditch development, tracked vehicle training, communication training, vehicle maintenance, aircraft support, water production and handling, as well as SDARNG activities associated with military encampments such as establishing perimeters and fighting positions as defined in Publication  TC 25-8.

(3). Areas to be occupied during GOLDEN COYOTE 2012-2016 are discussed in detail in the Environmental Assessment.

Alternatives Considered. Four alternatives to the preferred alternative were considered in this environmental assessment:  


(1). Under the no action alternative, the SDARNG
would continue training on the Black Hills National Forest and Custer State Park.  It would NOT train on the Nebraska National Forest.


(2).  The second alternative involved eliminating the collective annual training (GOLDEN COYOTE) exercise and each unit would conduct separate annual training exercises at small, local training areas across the state or at other  sites in the state. This alternative was considered but eliminated because properties meeting the screening criteria have not been identified elsewhere in the state to date.  In 1995 GOLDEN COYOTE was held in the southeastern part of the state utilizing the “operations other than war” scenario (a training scenario in which interactions between military and civilian populations are expected and integrated into the operations plans of the exercise).  However, the state parks and Boy Scout camps utilized during that exercise would not be suited to the normal wartime scenario under which the screening criteria would have to be met.  Small, local training areas would present the same problems and many units do not have local training areas that meet their mission needs. 

(3). The third alternative involved conducting annual training activities out-of-state.  Out-of-state training for select units is a realistic alternative (mainly because South Dakota lacks adequate training areas for certain types of military missions), but annual training by the majority of SDARNG units would not be cost or time-effective.


(4).  The fourth alternative involved SDARNG units bivouacking off of the Buffalo Gap National Grasslands (BGNG) Nebraska National Forest (NNF) and commuting to the BGNG to accomplish projects. This alternative was eliminated due to a lack of bivouac and tactical training space for the large number of troops involved in GOLDEN COYOTE activities, located within a reasonable commuting distance of potential project locations.

The preferred alternative, described above, is the most desirable alternative because it best meets the SDARNG’s screening criteria for establishing suitable locations for the SDARNG’s annual training exercises.  These screening criteria are listed on page 5 of the Environmental Assessment document.

B.  Environmental Analysis
Environmental impacts on Land Use, Earth Resources, Air Quality, Noise, Water Resources, Cultural Resources, Biological Resources, Solid Waste, Hazardous Waste Spill Plans, Socioeconomic Resources, Energy and Cumulative Impacts are discussed in section four of the environmental assessment.  Conducting annual training at 9 locations in the  Buffalo Gap National Grasslands of western South Dakota starting in June of 2012 until June of 2016 will not significantly impact the environment.  In no case have any significant impacts been identified to the baseline conditions in the Nebraska National Forest Training Area from implementation of the proposed action. Therefore, no mitigation measures will be necessary to reduce any adverse environmental impacts to below significant levels.  Minor or minor short-term impacts have been identified along with various measures or best management practices specifically listed or referenced for each training area to minimize the identified effects.  These best management practices are detailed in Section 5.0 of the Environmental Assessment document.  The Nebraska National Forest has agreed with these measures and that they will minimize negative impacts to the social and natural environment on these lands managed by them in a letter dated April 21, 2011 which may be located in Appendix C of the document.
C.  Regulations
There are no indications to suggest that the implementation of this proposal will violate Federal, State or local environmental laws or regulations.

D.  Public Review and Comment

Copies of the draft FNSI and Final Environmental Assessment will be available for review for 30 days following publication of the public notice.  The draft FNSI and Final Environmental Assessment will be available at the Rapid City Public Library, the administrative office of the SDARNG in Rapid City, as well as at the U.S. Forest Service office in Hot Springs.

Comments on this environmental assessment should be addressed to:  Robert D. Grams, Environmental Senior Scientist, South Dakota Army National Guard, 2823 West Main Street, Rapid City, South Dakota 57702-8186.  Mr. Gram’s office telephone number is (605) 737--6265.  Written, substantive comments received at the above address within thirty (30) days of this published notice will be addressed.

E.  Draft Finding of No Significant Impact (FNSI)

After careful review of the environmental assessment, I have concluded that implementation of the Proposed Action would not generate significant controversy or have a significant impact on the quality of the natural or human environment.  Per 32 CFR Part 651, the Final EA and draft FNSI will be made available for a 30 day public review and comment period.  Once any public comments have been addressed and if a determination is made that the Proposed Action will have no significant impact, the FNSI will be signed and the action will be implemented.  This analysis fulfills the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) Regulations.  An Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) will not be prepared, and the National Guard Bureau is issuing this Finding of No Significant Impact.

____________________                                       ______________________

Date                                                                       Michael Bennett

                                                                               Colonel, U.S. Army
                                                                               Chief, Environmental 
                                                                               Programs Division
