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Sitl<a T 

March 4, 2021 

Kelli Cropper 
Project Manager 

Tribal Go 

City and Borough of Sitka 
100 Lincoln Street 
Sitka, AK 99835 

Alasl<a 

RE: Sitka Tribe Comments on the Draft EA for the Proposed Sitka Seaplane Base 

Dear Ms. Cropper, 

Sitka Tribe of Alaska (STA) is the federally recognized tribal government for more 
than 4,500 enrolled tribal citizens in Sitka, Alaska, organized under the Indian 
Reorganization Act of 1934 as amended. STA is responsible for the health, safety, 
welfare, and cultural preservation of its tribal citizens and their use of the Sitka Tribe 
traditional territory. STA provides the following comments on the draft 
environmental assessment (EA) for the proposed Sitka Seaplane Base (SPB). 

ST A's comments and concerns are focused on cultural and subsistence resources and 
the noise associated with the development and operation of the SPB. Although most 
of the project uplands were heavily disturbed during the naval base development, 
there is a high probability of inadvertent discoveries. STA recommends a 
memorandum of understanding be drafted to address any inadvertent discoveries 
and require STA to be the first entity contacted in case of an inadvertent discovery. 
Due to the high potential for inadvertent discoveries, STA requests an archeologist be 
on site for any construction activities that involve soil disturbance. 

The area was identified as a subsistence shellfish harvest area. Considering this 
information, ST A requests that any fill used in this project be free of arsenic. While 
arsenic is a naturally occurring, element found in Southeast Alaska, using fill 
containing arsenic can contaminate the immediate environment including subsistence 
resources. 

• 456 Katlian Street• Sitka, Alaska 99835 • (907) 747- 3207 • Fax: (907) 747- 4915 



Noise associated with the installation and operation of the SPB is a concern. Pile 
driving creates a significant amount of noise within the water column and can 
negatively impact marine mammals. Knowing the number of pilings that will be 
driven would allow STA to assess the project water noise's amount and duration. 
Unfortunately, the project has not been designed out to a level that would provide this 
detail. 

STA receives the Southeast Alaska Regional Health Corporation's (SEARHC) 
comments on the draft EA. SEARHC' s concerns over the impacts of additional 
vehicle traffic and floatplane noise on the operation of its existing facilities and future 
new hospital are real and need to be adequately addressed. 

Due to lack of information and the concerns raised by SEARHC, STA cannot fully 
support the Sitka SPB' s proposed location at this time. 

If you have any questions regarding these comments, contact STA' s Resource 
Protection Director Jeff Feldpausch at (907) 747-7469 or email 
jeff.feldpausch@sitkatribe-nsn.gov. 

Sincerely, 

1~ k~ 
Tribal Chairman 
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Administration, 100 Lincoln Street, Sitka, Alaska 99835 
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City and Borough of Sitka 

PROVIDING FOR TODAY…PREPARING FOR TOMORROW 

 

Coast Guard City, USA 
 

 
March 25, 2021 

VIA CERTIFIED MAIL & EMAIL 
lisa.gassman@sitkatribe-nsn.gov 

Lisa Gassman 
General Manager 
Sitka Tribe of Alaska 
465 Katlian Street  
Sitka, Alaska 99835 
 
Re: March 19, 2021 Consultation Meeting regarding the proposed new Sitka Seaplane Base 

Environmental Assessment  
 
Dear Ms. Gassman, 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to meet with members of the Sitka Tribe of Alaska (STA), Federal 
Aviation Administration (FAA), and Southeast Alaska Regional Health Consortium (SEARHC) in 
consultation regarding STA recommendations and concerns to the proposed new seaplane base 
(SPB) to be located at the north end of Japonski Island.   
 
Regarding Cultural Resources, STA recommended STA and the City and Borough of Sitka (CBS) 
establish a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) addressing inadvertent discoveries with STA 
being the first entity notified and an Archeologist on site during soil disturbance. 
 
With FAA approval, we propose that contingency language be added to the Environmental 
Assessment (EA) and the Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) committing to having a Tribal 
Monitor and an Archeologist on site during specific soil disturbance activities. Tribal Monitoring 
during soil disturbance would accomplish STA being the first entity notified should there be an 
inadvertent discovery. The Tribal Monitor and Archeologist scope of work would be clearly defined 
during design and prior to construction and costs for these services would be included in the FAA 
AIP Construction Grant Application. 
 
Regarding Subsistence Resources, we will be using clean fill material from a local quarry. 
 
The information regarding construction and noise impacts to Marine Mammals is located in the 
DRAFT EA Appendix C. CBS will be required to obtain an Incidental Harassment Authorization 
under the Marine Mammal Protection Act prior to any pile driving in marine waters. CBS is working 
with the National Marine Fisheries Service on this but needs more in-depth construction details 
to complete the permit application. Those details would be developed in the detailed design phase 
of the project, the phase we hope to begin upon receiving a FONSI from the FAA. 
 
CBS would also like to solicit STA’s input on any marine habitat improvement projects that might 
be appropriate for compensatory mitigation for the fill in marine waters if the US Army Corps of 
Engineers requires compensatory mitigation as part of their Section 404 and Section 10 permits.  

mailto:administrator@cityofsitka.org
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STA also reiterated SEARHC’s concerns regarding aircraft noise and additional traffic on Tongass 
Drive and North Seward Avenue. The CBS and DOWL have collected some additional information 
including more detailed operations projected from the entity expected to be the largest commercial 
user of the SPB and have updated the Noise Study and developed a Traffic Memo to document 
our analysis of potential effects. These studies take a conservative approach to analyzing 
potential impacts, evaluating impacts on the projected peak day – a hypothetically busy day that 
would result in the highest potential impact. This conservative estimate is not the impact that is 
likely to occur, but more of a worst-case analysis of potential impact.  
 
The noise analysis of the peak day shows that the overall average noise exposure from the 
proposed facility would not exceed the land use compatibility guidance levels for residences, 
schools, hospitals, or clinics at any of the facilities located on the west side of Sitka Channel. The 
highest level would be 64 dB DNL at the Mount Edgecumbe High School, but this peak day is 
expected to occur in the summer when school is not in session. Outside noise levels at the existing 
and proposed SEARHC hospital sites would be below 60 dB DNL.  
 
For the traffic analysis, the analysis is doubly conservative in that existing traffic levels are likely 
underestimated (do not consider the traffic generated by non-employees, patients, visitors, 
vendors, etc.) and projected project traffic is likely over-estimated (conservative traffic generation 
rates used). The average daily traffic estimate is only 21 vehicles per day, which is a minor 
addition to current traffic on Tongass Drive and Seward Avenue. The worst-case traffic estimate 
in the summer on the ‘peak’ day is 136 vehicle trips per day. 
 
Traffic impacts are typically assessed looking at peak hour rates. Thorough traffic analysis and 
mitigation is generally not required for projects that generate less than 100 vehicle trips in the 
peak hour. Since this project would only reach 136 vehicle trips on the peak day (spread over a 
10-hour period), no traffic mitigation would be required. 
 
Again, we appreciate STA organizing the consultation meeting and we look forward to working 
with you further as we move into design and final permitting and eventually construction of this 
needed public infrastructure project.   
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
John M. Leach 
Municipal Administrator 
 
 
 
Enclosures:  DOWL Noise Re-evaluation 
  DOWL Revised Traffic Generation Estimates 
 
cc:  Via email only: 

Michael Harmon, Public Works Director (michael.harmon@cityofsitka.org) 
Charles Clement, SEARHC President & CEO (cclement@searhc.org)  
Jack Gilbertsen, Environmental Specialist, FAA (jack.gilbertsen@faa.gov) 

mailto:michael.harmon@cityofsitka.org
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MEMORANDUM 

 
Seaplane operations at the proposed Sitka Seaplane Base (SPB) will be well below the level at 
which Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) environmental review guidelines call for noise 
analysis. Noise analysis is generally required when flight operations would exceed 90,000 
operations annually, or 243 operations per day.  
 
Although the proposed SPB operations would fall well below this threshold, concerns raised 
about noise impacts on facilities on the west shore of Sitka Channel were raised during scoping 
and therefore noise analysis was conducted for the Draft Environmental Assessment (EA) 
released in January 2021. Noise impacts from the proposed SPB were modeled using the 
FAA’s Aviation Environmental Design Tool (AEDT) version 3C. The noise analysis documented 
that average noise levels on the west shore of the channel would be below the 65 dB Day-Night 
Level (DNL) and would therefore considered to be compatible with the types of uses located 
there. The DNL level has been correlated with land use compatibility over decades and was 
most recently documented as the most appropriate measure for long-term noise land use 
compatibility in an FAA report to Congress in 2020. 
 
After the Draft EA was released to the public, CBS and DOWL staff followed up with the largest 
commercial seaplane operator to confirm projected operations levels. The operator indicated 
that they would increase their projected operations levels beyond what had been provided 
earlier in the study process, due to increased interest from potential customers. With this 
information, the aircraft noise analysis was updated from what was provided in the Draft EA.  
 
This memo presents the revised analysis using higher commercial operations on the peak 
operations day. Peak aircraft traffic would be estimated to occur during summer, as some 
planes would be used only seasonally and even year-round operators would be expected to 
have more operations during the summer. The model was run with 92 peak day operations. (A 
takeoff is an operation and a landing is another operation, so 92 operations equates to 46 flights 
per day.) 
 
As shown in the attached figure, this increase in operations did result in a change in the noise 
contours and DNL levels at the facilities on the west shore of Sitka Channel, but noise levels at 
each facility were still below the 65 dB DNL level, and still within the compatible land use 
guidelines. 
 
These peak day levels are a conservative estimate, and it is unlikely that every aircraft (and 
transient aircraft) would operate on the peak day. Therefore, actual peak noise levels are likely 
to be lower than those calculated in the model. This does not mean that there would be no noise 
impacts, as individual operations may result in short-term noise impacts depending on the 
operation, the weather, and other conditions. However, overall noise levels associated with the 
seaplane base are not anticipated to result in significant noise impacts, particularly when 
considered in the context of existing aviation operations on Japonski Island. 
 

  
TO: Kelli Cropper, CBS, Project Manager 

FROM: Ken Nichols, PE, Sr. Aviation Engineer 

DATE: March 24, 2021 

SUBJECT: Sitka SPB – Noise Re-Evaluation  



Table 1. Estimated Aircraft Operations 

Aircraft Tie-Down Service Type Aircraft Annual Ops 
Peak Season 
Ops 

Peak Season 
Peak Day Ops 

Tie-Down 1 Commercial 1 180 90 4 

Tie-Down 2 Commercial 2 1000 500 16 

Tie-Down 3 Commercial 3 2400 1200 40 

Tie-Down 4 Private 1 60 30 2 

Tie-Down 5 Private 1 63 32 2 

Tie-Down 6 Private 1 40 20 2 

Tie-Down 7 Private 1 80 40 2 

Tie-Down 8 Private 1 40 20 2 

Tie-Down 9 Private 1 40 20 2 

Tie-Down 10 Private 1 40 20 2 

Tie-Down 11 Private 1 60 30 2 

Tie-Down 12 Private 1 200 100 4 

Tie-Down 13 Private 1 39 20 2 

Tie-Down 14 Private 1 40 20 2 

Transient Slips (4) Either 600 300 8 

Total 92 
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Figure 1 Noise Impacts – Peak Season, Peak Day (Created with AEDT 3C) 
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MEMORANDUM 

 
The proposed Sitka Seaplane Base is to be located at the north end of Seward Avenue on 
Japonski Island in Sitka. The seaplane base would be accessed by Airport Road, via Tongass 
Drive and Seward Avenue.  
 
SEARHC’s Mount Edgecumbe Medical Center (MEMC) is accessed from Airport Road via 
Tongass Drive. Its Emergency Services area is accessed from Seward Avenue south of the 
Tongass/Seward intersection. Other SEARHC facilities are located on Tongass Drive and 
Seward Avenue north of Tongass Drive, including clinics and administrative facilities.  
 
Reliable traffic volume data on Tongass Drive and Seward Avenue are not available.  
 
There are a number of parking areas along Tongass Drive and Seward Avenue, used primarily 
for SEARHC facilities (although Mount Edgecumbe High School also has a staff parking area off 
Seward Avenue along with the Superintendent’s residence). City and Borough of Sitka (CBS) 
conducted a parking inventory at mid-day on Thursday, March 18, to document the number of 
parking spaces available and point in time usage. Figure 1 illustrates the results of the parking 
inventory. These parking areas total 442 parking spaces. If these 442 spaces were at capacity 
on a peak day with no parking turn over during the day, this would indicate a minimum traffic 
level of at least 884 vehicles per day on Tongass Drive (one trip in and one trip out by parking 
space). This conservatively low traffic estimate is based on employees commuting to work 
locations and does not account for patient in and out traffic throughout the day, or for staff that 
may need to leave and return at some point during the day. CBS counted 53 vehicle trips on 
Tongass Drive over a 36-minute period while doing the parking inventory, assumed to be mostly 
patient traffic (as opposed to employee traffic). Therefore, traffic levels on Tongass Drive are 
likely much higher than the 884 estimated trips. 
 
Traffic levels on Seward Avenue would be expected to be less than on Tongass Drive. Parking 
areas requiring access via Seward Avenue north of Tongass Drive total 130 spaces. 
Conservatively assuming one trip in and one trip out for each space, and no turnover of parking 
during the day, there would be an estimated 260 vehicle trips on Seward Avenue per day. 
Again, this estimate is likely lower than actual traffic levels. 
 
No trip generation rates are available for seaplane bases. The Institute for Traffic Engineering 
(ITE) has extremely limited data on general aviation airports and that is based on employee 
numbers, which would not be relevant here. Instead, CBS queried pilots that had signed interest 
slips on using the site regarding their type of use (commercial vs. non-commercial, their 
anticipated flight operations, and the estimated vehicle trips per day). Most pilots indicated that 
they would use the site only seasonally and would generate one vehicle round trip per flight, 
which counts as two one-way vehicle trips.  A round trip flight counts as two aircraft operations, 
takeoff and landing so this results in one one-way trip generated per operation. 
 
Vehicle trips per aircraft operation were estimated conservatively, assuming that smaller 
commercial operations would have 2 one-way vehicle trips per aircraft operation (one for each 

  
TO: Kelli Cropper, CBS Project Manager 

FROM: Maryellen Tuttell, DOWL Environmental Lead 

DATE: March 25, 2021 

SUBJECT: Sitka SPB: Revised Traffic Generation Estimates 



MEMORANDUM 
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takeoff and each landing). This assumes that someone would drive a person out to the plane 
and drop them off and then leave, making another round trip to pick the person up later. Larger 
commercial aircraft with more frequent operations were estimated at 1.5 one-way vehicle trips 
per operation. The larger commercial operations would be supported by passenger vans which 
would likely drop off and pick up passengers from multiple trips in one visit. Private aircraft are 
more likely to have only one vehicle trip per flight (two operations – takeoff and landing). Based 
on the annual operations estimate from interested pilots, vehicle trips would total 7,562 
annually, or a daily average of 21 one-way vehicle trips. (Table 1).  

Peak day traffic would be estimated to occur during summer, as some planes would be used 
only seasonally and even year-round operators would be expected to have more operations 
during the summer. Peak day aircraft operations are estimated at 92 operations per day (46 
trips). Vehicle trips associated with peak-day operations are estimated at 136 vehicle trips 
(Table 2).  

Traffic analysis is typically not required for development that generates below 100 trips during 
the peak hour. It is likely that many if not most of these trips would not occur during peak 
hours, as the use would be spread over the entire day. Much of this use would occur on 
weekends, when traffic to MEHS and the SEARHC administrative facilities would be lower. 
Given the average daily trip estimate is 21, peak hour generation would be less than 21 trips.  
Even with a peak day estimate of 136 trips, there would not be 100 trips during the peak hour.  

The level of estimated additional traffic would not be expected to have any substantive impact 
on traffic circulation or congestion on Tongass Drive or Seward Avenue, or on emergency 
access to the hospital facility. 

Table 1. Estimated Vehicle Trips By Aircraft Operation and Average Daily Vehicle Trips 

Aircraft Tie-Down Service Type # Aircraft #Annual Ops VT/Operation Total Annual VT 

Tie-Down 1 Commercial 1 180 2 360 

Tie-Down 2 Commercial 2 1000 2 2000 

Tie-Down 3 Commercial 3 2400 1.5 3600 

Tie-Down 4 Private 1 60 1 60 

Tie-Down 5 Private 1 63 1 63 

Tie-Down 6 Private 1 40 1 40 

Tie-Down 7 Private 1 80 1 80 

Tie-Down 8 Private 1 40 1 40 

Tie-Down 9 Private 1 40 1 40 

Tie-Down 10 Private 1 40 1 40 

Tie-Down 11 Private 1 60 1 60 

Tie-Down 12 Private 1 200 1 200 

Tie-Down 13 Private 1 39 1 39 

Tie-Down 14 Private 1 40 1 40 

Transient Slips (4) Either 600 1.5 900 

Total Estimated Annual Aircraft Operations                               4,882 
& Annual Vehicle Trips         7,562 

Total Estimated Average Daily Aircraft Operations & Vehicle Trips  21 



MEMORANDUM 

Page 3 of 4 

Table 2. Estimated Vehicle Trips By Peak Day Aircraft Operations 

Aircraft Tie-Down Service Type # Aircraft Operations VT/Operation 
Total VT – Peak 
Day 

Tie-Down 1 Commercial 1 4 2 8 

Tie-Down 2 Commercial 2 16 2 32 

Tie-Down 3 Commercial 3 40 1.5 60 

Tie-Down 4 Private 1 2 1 2 

Tie-Down 5 Private 1 2 1 2 

Tie-Down 6 Private 1 2 1 2 

Tie-Down 7 Private 1 2 1 2 

Tie-Down 8 Private 1 2 1 2 

Tie-Down 9 Private 1 2 1 2 

Tie-Down 10 Private 1 2 1 2 

Tie-Down 11 Private 1 2 1 2 

Tie-Down 12 Private 1 4 1 4 

Tie-Down 13 Private 1 2 1 2 

Tie-Down 14 Private 1 2 1 2 

Transient Slips (4) Either 8 1.5 12 

Estimated Peak Day Aircraft Operations & Vehicle Trips  92 136 



 

 

 

Figure 1. Parking Inventory – Tongass Drive and Seward Avenue 
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February 22, 2021 

 

Ms. Kelli Cropper 

Project Manager 

City and Borough of Sitka 

100 Lincoln Street 

Sitka, AK 99835 

 

Dear Ms. Cropper, 

The SouthEast Alaska Regional Health Consortium (SEARHC) submits the following comments regarding 
the Sitka Seaplane Base project at the proposed location at the end of Seward Avenue. During SEARHC’s 
review of the new Sitka Seaplane Base Draft Environmental Assessment, there were significant concerns 
regarding the site that needs to be addressed. Moreover, SEARHC objects to the lack of Tribal 
consultation on this project in violation of the President’s Memorandum on Tribal Consultation and 
Strengthening Nation-to-Nation Relationships (Jan. 26, 2021), Executive Order 13175, and FAA Order 
1210.20. 

The Sitka Seaplane Base's proposed location is adjacent to SEARHC’s Mt. Edgecumbe Medical Center 
(MEMC) and associated facilities. SEARHC is a Tribal consortium representing 15 federally-recognized 
Tribes, including the Sitka Tribe of Alaska, that provides health care services to Alaska Natives and other 
residents throughout Southeast Alaska. MEMC is an acute, specialty, primary, and behavioral-health 
provider committed to delivering comprehensive medical services to anyone living, working, or visiting 
Southeast Alaska. MEMC includes a 25-bed critical access hospital with a broad range of medical 
specialties and primary care services (in close partnership with Alaska’s other health facilities) to support 
a comprehensive spectrum of healthcare and related services. The Emergency Department at MEMC is a 
Level IV Trauma Center staffed 24 hours a day, seven days a week by board-certified physicians, 
physician assistants, nurse practitioners, and registered nurses who specialize in care for patients with 
serious illnesses and injuries.  

After thorough review, the draft environmental study shows a marked lack of consultation with SEARHC 
and its member Tribes and its impacts on Sitka's healthcare system. This is contrary to the President’s 
January 26, 2021 Memorandum, which requires the head of all federal agencies to develop a plan 
outlining the steps it will take to implement Executive Order 13175 and ensure robust and meaningful 
Tribal consultation. It also violates FAA’s own Order on Tribal consultation, which requires FAA to 
consult with Tribes “before taking any action that may significantly or uniquely affect them.”  
Development of this seaplane base at the current proposed location will have detrimental and 
unmitigable impacts on SEARHC and the Tribes that receive health care services at the MEMC. 
 
Throughout the environmental study, the Mt. Edgecumbe Medical Center Construction and Expansion 
Project, a $300,000,000+ construction project to upgrade the existing Mt. Edgecumbe Hospital to a 
state-of-the-art healthcare facility with expanded services to meet the demand of local and referred 
patients across the Southeast, is referenced sparingly and not shown on location drawings relative to 
the seaplane base project. When mentioned or identified by location arrows, it is in the wrong spot and 
on the island's wrong side. Several assumptions on the impacts of the proposed facility are based on 
incorrect locations. Although SEARHC is identified in the report as being consulted on blast effects on 
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historic buildings during construction, there is no mention of the impact on essential behavioral health 
services located along Seward Avenue.  
 
The City and Borough of Sitka proposed floatplane base site selection for Seward Avenue was first 
selected in 2000 and reaffirmed in 2016 (site studies conducted in 2002, 2012, and 2016). This selection 
was prior to SEARHC's venture to provide a new community hospital on Seward and Tongass Avenue, 
adjacent to the proposed site. The expansion project, including the new 250,000 square foot healthcare 
facility will significantly impact existing infrastructure, and assumptions such as utility availability 
referenced in the report may no longer be accurate. The assessment quotes electrical capacity ranges 
from 2015 that are no longer valid and have been revised downward. Site dismissals based on the 
previous studies do not include the new facility. The proposed project does not recognize the need for 
increased healthcare services in the community and facility planning underway.  
 
Noise is already a factor with existing plane traffic. At a minimum, it is expected traffic will double, and 
noise will double with it. There are no noise assessments on existing or future health facilities and 
notable discrepancies in the noise modeling summary due to the significant difference between the 
receptor location and the new hospital site. The noise modeling summary suggests a compatible noise 
level for adjacent uses; however, this does not align with the World Health Organization or 
Environmental Protection Agency's maximum suggested levels of 40 dBs for hospital rooms and 30-40 
max at night.    

 
There are no hours of use restrictions or any other noise control mandated on pilots or planes. The 
initial hearing indicated there would be voluntary pilot control for noise. This seems inconsistent given 
the summer daylight hours and the quiet hours mandated for hospital patients. Summer feasibility 
would allow dawn to dusk operations from approximately 4 a.m. to 11 p.m., contradicting with hospital 
quiet times from 7 p.m. to 7 a.m. Hospital zones are quiet zones to allow for healing. There was no 
mention of the possibility of sound attenuation cost subsidies to mitigate and reduce sound. 
 
The assessment mentions traffic impact generally without any apparent study. It is noted that the 
"intensity of land use would change resulting in additional vehicular traffic" and "traffic would increase, 
but traffic noise is not expected to increase substantially." The assessment and summary do not detail 
how they arrived at these conclusions. All activity associated with the proposed location will be adjacent 
to Behavioral Health, counseling facilities, and a residential treatment facility for youth. There is a long 
list of concerns associated with those programs' nature and access to commercial activities.  
 
Due to the proposed location, there is also major concern regarding emergency department access for 
vehicular traffic. First responders must always be able to access the community’s only emergency room 
located off Tongass Drive. Additional seaplane base traffic, including haul out of planes or wings, tourist 
transportation, fuel maintenance, etc., may slow or impede emergency responders' route.  
 
SEARHC is committed to providing high-quality healthcare to Sitka residents, and per the recent 
acquisition with city-owned Sitka Community Hospital bound to the construction of a new facility on 
SEARHC owned parcels within the affected area. There is concern that the commercial development of 
the proposed parcel at the end of Seward Avenue would obstruct the essential use of the adjacent 
properties for public health.  
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To date, SEARHC has not been officially approached for comment as an adjacent property owner. We 
continue to request that this project undergo a thorough impact study and provide mitigation to resolve 
the effects or select a different development site. By separate letter, we will also request a formal and 
ongoing Tribal consultation with the FAA on this project. 
 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Charles Clement 

President and Chief Executive Officer 
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Administration, 100 Lincoln Street, Sitka, Alaska 99835 

907-747-1812      administrator@cityofsitka.org 

 

 

City and Borough of Sitka 

PROVIDING FOR TODAY…PREPARING FOR TOMORROW 

 

Coast Guard City, USA 
 

 
March 2, 2021 

VIA MAIL & EMAIL 
cclement@searhc.org 

Mr. Charles Clement 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Southeast Alaska Regional Health Consortium 
3100 Channel Drive, Suite 300 
Juneau, AK  99801 
 
Re: Comments on Sitka Seaplane Base Draft Environmental Assessment 
 
Dear Mr. Clement, 
 
Thank you for your comment on the City and Borough of Sitka’s (CBS’s) Draft Environmental 
Assessment (EA) on the Sitka Seaplane Base. While we recognize your concerns about 
development in the vicinity of your facilities on Japonski Island, and we agree with the importance 
of the services you provide to the region, we disagree that the proposed project will have 
detrimental and unmitigable impacts on the health care services provided by Southeast Alaska 
Regional Health Consortium (SEARHC). We believe that improving our seaplane facilities in fact 
supports direct access to small communities throughout the region. We would like to clarify some 
of the issues raised and offer to work with you to address your concerns on this much needed 
project.  
 
The President’s Memorandum on Tribal Consultation and Strengthening Nation to Nation 
Relationships was published January 26, 2021, the day after the Draft EA was published for 
review and comment and more than a year after Tribal consultations were initiated.  In compliance 
with U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) Order 5301.1, Federal Aviation Administration 
(FAA) Order 5050.4B, and Executive Order 13175, the FAA and CBS initiated consultation with 
tribal entities at project kickoff in November 2019. Invitations for consultations were sent to the 
following tribal entities: Sitka Tribe of Alaska; Hoonah Indian Association; Hydaburg Indian 
Association; Organized Village of Kake; Central Council Tlingit and Haida Indian Tribes of Alaska, 
Yakutat Tlingit Tribe, and Sealaska. These tribal representatives were also mailed notices of the 
project scoping meetings in December 2019, the release of the Draft EA in late January 2021, 
and the public meeting on February 17, 2021. No responses from tribal entities were received, 
however members of the Sitka Tribe of Alaska attended the public meeting on the Draft EA. Based 
on the cultural and marine environment (subsistence) interest expressed at that meeting, CBS 
reached out to Sitka Tribal Resources Committee at their monthly meeting Thursday, February 
25, 2021 to share information and seek tribal input.  
 
SEARHC (Steve Merkel and Joan Skannes) was included in the Sitka Seaplane Base mailing list 
for notifications and invitations to scoping meetings in December 2019 and had remained on the 
notification list since then. Mr. Greg McIntyre attended the December 2019 public scoping meeting 
and was later designated by SEARHC as the point of contact for the project.  Mr. McIntyre and 
Ms. Maegan Bosak attended the February 2021 public meeting on the Draft EA.  In addition, CBS 
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added studies to the scope of the environmental review process specifically in response to 
comments received from SEARHC in a letter dated June 2, 2020.    
 
Although FAA environmental review procedures do not require a noise analysis for seaplane 
bases with the low number of operations projected for this site, based on the concerns noted in 
SEARHC’s June 2, 2020 letter to CBS, CBS conducted a seaplane noise study to determine if 
future noise levels would be incompatible with SEARHC facilities. As you might imagine, the FAA 
deals with aircraft noise issues across the country and has developed aircraft noise models to 
help assess the potential for noise impacts from airport (or seaplane base) operations. Over 
decades, the FAA and other federal agencies have evaluated noise metrics and repeatedly 
determined that the DNL metric is most appropriate for evaluating long-term community noise 
exposure and land use compatibility. This was confirmed most recently in a report to Congress in 
2020. Based on numerous studies of aircraft noise and adverse noise effects, noise levels of up 
to 65 dBA DNL are considered to be compatible for all land uses, including medical facilities. As 
documented in the Draft EA, the noise analysis for the Sitka Seaplane Base showed average 
noise levels of 49-52 dBA DNL at the existing and proposed hospitals. These modeled DNL levels 
are for outside noise levels. Interior noise levels are typically 15 dBA lower than exterior levels 
but can be even lower depending on the construction methods used. Assuming that SEARHC 
would be using energy efficient design methods, interior noise levels in the range of 40 dBA DNL 
should be achievable. Since floatplane operations rarely occur at night, noise levels at night would 
be assumed to be lower. The noise analysis was calculated using estimated operations on the 
busiest day of the year, so it is a conservative estimate of overall noise levels in the area.  
 
Despite the noise analysis finding that the long-term noise exposure would be within acceptable 
limits for land use compatibility, the Draft EA does recognize that more operations will result in 
more noise, and that noise impacts would continue to occur during individual takeoff events, 
depending on the aircraft type, takeoff location, time of day, and weather conditions. Although the 
noise analysis in the Draft EA focused more on Mount Edgecumbe High School, as it is the closest 
noise sensitive use to seaplane operations on Sitka Channel, the same analysis applies to 
SEARHC facilities. CBS and the aviation stakeholders would be happy to meet with SEARHC to 
discuss additional “fly friendly” measures that could be incorporated into seaplane operations from 
the new seaplane base. 
 
The proposed seaplane base is on a public street and is not expected to result in a high level of 
traffic on a daily basis. However, given SEARHC’s concerns about road traffic in the June 2, 2020 
letter, CBS attempted to estimate the traffic that might be generated by the new seaplane base. 
CBS surveyed pilots that had submitted letters of interest in using the facility to determine the 
type of operations they anticipated conducting (private vs. commercial), the number and type of 
aircraft they planned to base at the site, and the number of trips they anticipated making on a 
daily or weekly basis. The analysis of traffic and traffic noise also is conservative and likely over-
estimates effects. Many private seaplane operators operate their seaplanes less than once a 
week during limited months of the year. However, we assumed traffic based on each private 
aircraft being used once a week all year to estimate the total traffic generated (12 to 13 one-way 
trips per day on peak days). This conservative number of vehicle trips per day would not be 
expected to affect emergency access to the hospital or to add meaningfully to noise levels on 
Seward Avenue given current levels of use.  
 
The presence of the SEARHC facilities is noted several times in the Draft EA, but most discussion 
of the SEARHC facilities is in the land use and noise sections of the Draft EA. These sections 
address the concerns raised by SEARHC regarding the potential for traffic impacts and noise 
impacts on SEARHC facilities and acknowledge that the proposed project would increase traffic 
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and noise in the area. Although noise and traffic would increase, there is no evidence that these 
increases would have significant adverse effects on SEARHC operations. 
 
Finally, we are not aware of anything in the Draft EA that shows the proposed new hospital on 
the other side of the island; the only figure where we identify the new hospital location is on the 
noise study in Appendix E (figure attached). We agree that the location of the hospital on that 
figure, while in the vicinity, should be moved a bit closer to the channel. Please let us know if there 
is another figure somewhere in the Draft EA that does not have the correct location. SEARHC’s 
behavior health clinics are noted in the summary of effects in Table 3-1 and in Sections 5.5.1, 
5.5.2, and 5.9.1.2.  
 
CBS is happy to meet with you to discuss these concerns and provide additional information on 
the traffic and noise analysis conducted for the Draft EA and, based on this discussion to add 
additional detail to the Final EA to more fully address traffic, noise, and land use compatibility 
impacts and potential mitigation measures.  
 
Thank you for providing your comments and we look forward to meeting soon. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
John M. Leach 
Municipal Administrator 
 
 
Enclosure/Attachment 
 
 
cc: Via Email Only: 

Lisa Gassman, General Manager Sitka Tribe of Alaska,  
lisa.gassman@sitkatribe-nsn.gov 
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Figure 3:  Receptor Locations 

 
 

 


