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PEL Study Process

These comments are provided to the Juneau-Douglas North Crossing PEL Study and
Technical Advisory Committee on April 11, 2024 in response to the request for comments
on the application of Level 2 screening detailed in the Level 2 Draft Screening Results and
the Level 2 Draft Impact Quantification Table that were presented at a March 7, 2024 JDNC
PEL Study Joint Advisory Committee meeting.

SEALT has engaged in the PEL Study process since March 2022 by participation on the
Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) and provides the following pieces of feedback related
to the PEL Study's process and the data sources used to advance alternatives.

Technical Advisory Committee Engagement

SEALT has expressed concern throughout the duration of this 2+ year PEL Study that
relevant experts (primarily at resource agencies) are not being properly consulted by the
PEL Study team. This is a lingering defect in the JDNC PEL Study Process in two ways:

e PEL Study materials and reports have not been provided to TAC members with
sufficient advance time for review, and sometimes not at all. Last fall, when the PEL
Study team decided to move ahead with field work to supplement the Level 2
Screening process, we had three business days to review the technical work plans
before they took effect for contractors and subcontractors to begin the work. This
comment document - on more than 300 pages of technical reports and the Level 2
scoring that resulted from that data - is being prepared during a short advisory
committee comment period, after which we understand alternatives will be ranked
and eliminated ahead of NEPA.
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e The TAC members’ comments are not published on the study website, and are not
made available to fellow TAC members by the PEL Study team unless the
commenting agency sends it out to the entire list of TAC members themselves. A
robust public process would ensure that all TAC comments are shared and
responded to internally, and then later published for review by the public during the
public comment period.

Quality of Information and Expertise

In 2022 and 2023, SEALT highlighted the need for this PEL Study to consult proactively with
the members of the TAC who have subject matter expertise and deep experience with the
study area and the resources that could be impacted by a second crossing. In general, a
PEL study process is intended to eliminate project alternatives that include fatal flaws or
may be unreasonable to pursue due to regulated impacts or costs. Consultations have
occurred, but colleagues at multiple agencies agree with SEALT's impression that these
were not comprehensive discussions with meaningful outputs that would help cultivate the
strongest set of alternatives for this study.

For example, SEALT's one-on-one consultation with the PEL Study team did not focus on
our wetlands expertise from operating the state’s longest standing compensatory
mitigation program, or our experience selecting and managing mitigation for impacts to
the exact type of wetlands that would be impacted by a second crossing. Instead, that 2023
meeting mostly revolved around DOWL's interest in ADOT&PF condemning SEALT
mitigation sites at Sunny Point and Hendrickson Point (the Douglas terminus of the two
Sunny Point alternatives). Our staff's notes from that consultation recorded DOWL's dismay
that a land trust - which stewards private land in perpetuity for public benefit - does not
have an easy-to-use property disposal process, even though the lands in question had
been acquired as mitigation for wetland impacts created by expansion of the Juneau
airport.

The land trust's duties are to steward and enforce the conservation values of the land we
own or in which we have legal interest, and we are bound by contracts, deeds, easements,
covenants, mitigation plans, and accreditation standards to prevent and address impacts
to the uses, functions, and values of each property. It is with these duties in mind that,
despite DOWL's poor execution of the JDNC PEL Study, we continue to engage as a
Technical Advisory Committee member to provide the information and advice about
potential impacts and to encourage advancement of alternatives which will be the least
damaging to SEALT lands and the Refuge that they rely upon to function.
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Overview of PEL Study Field Work

Reports from DOWL and Parametrix Field Work

In September 2023, the PEL Study team announced to the TAC that the PEL Study would
add field work into the process for Level 2 Screening, with that field work commencing
immediately. This feedback is in response to the reports generated by that field work and
released to the TAC February 16, 2024:

e Wetland Delineation and Functional Assessment Report (February 2024)
e Intertidal Habitat Survey Report (December 2023)

e Bird and Habitat Surveys Report (January 2024)

e Tier 1 Eelgrass Delineation Report (February 2024)

e Bridge Volume Forecast Memo (February 2024)

Comments relating to these reports follow, with a standalone section for each prepared in
the limited time that we have to provide comments before the PEL Study findings are
synthesized from the reports.

SEALT Habitat Mapping and Assessment Project as
Baseline for Review of PEL Study Reports

It is important for SEALT to disclose that in 2023 and 2024, SEALT completed a massive
mapping and assessment project for Taashuyee-Chookan.ani, or the Mendenhall Wetlands
complex, collectively called the SEALT Habitat Mapping and Assessment Project.

The SEALT Habitat Mapping and Assessment Project includes two significant components:

1. A comprehensive revision of the area’s habitat map from field surveys, drone
surveys, orthophotography, LiDAR, and elevation models; and

2. A complete set of functional assessments (WESPAK-SE and NATAK-SE) for the 5,252-
acre Mendenhall Wetlands complex between Juneau and Douglas Island, divided
into 18 watershed-based assessment areas and 37 shoreline segments.

The work products from the SEALT Habitat Mapping and Assessment Project provide
current, thorough, and scientifically reliable data for our assertions about the habitat
values, wetland functions, and relative potential impacts associated with crossing
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alternatives in the PEL Study area; the same cannot be said of the PEL Study’s various
survey reports.

Review of Wetland Delineation & Functional
Assessment Report (Feb 2024)

SEALT Review of DOWL Wetland Field Survey Report

SEALT operates the state’s longest standing compensatory mitigation program for wetlands
and manages wetlands for a variety of conservation purposes, so we have paid particular
attention to the DOWL's wetland report. We were surprised to find no relation between
the wetland survey report and the impact quantification matrix or scores and no
functional assessment as in the report’s title and promised by DOWL in September 2023.
Most alarmingly, there is no summary of the wetland acreage to be impacted by type
and study alternative.

It was also surprising to read a wetland report on largely tidal wetlands that avoids using
the term “salt marsh”. For the three groups of alternatives for which acreages are tallied, it
is not clear what is included in the totals. It is even less clear exactly what categories and
footprint are indicated by the very small “wetlands” acreages in the impact matrix and how
this may be drawn from the DOWL delineation maps.

It would be helpful for the delineation report acreage table to include broadly recognized
types (high marsh, low marsh, vegetated, unvegetated, freshwater, estuarine, etc.) as well
as Cowardin codes and names. They should be displayed by alignment (rather than groups
of alignments) so the contributions of each wetland type to the impact and rating matrices
can be tracked—presumably the purpose of the report and delineation.

We did not receive the shapefiles that we - and several other TAC members - requested, so
are unable to create useful wetland acreage tallies from the DOT/DOWL delineation by
alignment area. We rely on other mapping, including our own and that of the CBJ, for
comparison with the report and impact matrix.

First, we will provide a review of the DOT/DOWL wetland delineation at proposed crossing
sites. Since functional assessments are lacking, we also share highlights of our own tidal
wetland functional assessments to illustrate how they may inform impact assessment.
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Tidal Wetland/Waters Delineation

Tidal delineation is straightforward. Nearly everything below high tide line is jurisdictional
(section 404 and/or section 10), from salt marsh to several feet below Mean Lower Low
Water, but special features and types should be mapped accurately. The tidal portion of
the delineation and classification map is the least problematic portion of DOWL's report,
with types and modifiers reflecting our understanding and mapping of the area, with a few
exceptions. Some vegetated intertidal and lower elevation mudflats were missed; our
habitat mapping focused on vegetation characteristics rather than strictly on tidal elevation
to distinguish low marsh/high marsh, while DOWL used regularity of flooding, primarily
mean high water.

Considering the importance of these wetlands, it would have been better to use more
recent, lower tide, and/or later growing season imagery and more ground-truthing when
selecting sites for alternatives. Reviewers were told that March imagery several years old
was used in this report; low marsh and mudflats are both colored tan and may have been
confounded, perhaps leading to under-mapping of low marsh, particularly sparser alkali
grass, succulent marsh or areas of expanding marsh. Algal mat, persistent algal growth and
very low tidal areas were not mapped. In our own mapping, it has been essential to refer to
images from multiple seasons and years for good representation of the lowest tidal areas
and differentiation of vegetation. Ground and drone photography are also helpful to
document boundaries.

The mapping and classification of high marsh and heavily ponded areas in the Sunny Point
area were given some of the special attention that they deserve, but should be better
documented. Along the shore and road embankment, there are heavily ponded areas of
wet high marsh, much of this within SEALT conservation parcels.

The Sunny Point area has freshwater influence, likely from both upwelling and stream
input, but most of the area remains tidal. Some is brackish estuarine wetland, with less salt
tolerant species on prominences and debris. The wet upper high marsh on both sides of
Sunny Point are the areas that would be affected directly by fill from a Sunny Point East
alternative. These unique areas are of great seasonal importance to waterfowl and other
wetland birds. (Flocks of hundreds of Canada Geese and Mallards have been foraging and
resting in these areas in the past month and in previous years.)
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Freshwater Wetlands

Freshwater wetland delineation can be more nuanced. Unfortunately, the DOWL
delineation at Hendrickson Point is incomplete. Of the approximately 23 acres beyond the
shoreline upland forest apron, DOWL mapped only approximately 3.5 acres within the
delineation area as wetland. In contrast, nearly 14 acres in the same area were mapped as
wetland in the CBJ 2014 planning-level wetland survey. The incomplete delineation would in
theory affect the wetlands impact quantification and rating, although it appears from the
reported wetland impact acreage (1.3) at Sunny Point East that Hendrickson Point wetland
acres may not have been included in totals. It appears that DOWL 1) neglected to review
existing CBJ wetlands mapping for Hendrickson Point and the Mendenhall Peninsula
corridor, 2) failed to delineate the full area and jurisdictional waters within each
JDNC PEL Study alternative area, and 3) did not report wetland or wetland type
acreages by alternative impact area. Omitting acreage from past surveys in DOWL's
report and failing to include their own data in the Level 2 Scoring Table undermines
the alternative screening process.

Some of the discrepancy in delineated freshwater wetland may be explained by a
difference in mapping units and level of regional experience/expertise between the CBJ and
DOWL surveys. Both were planning-level efforts, although the area covered by DOWL was
much smaller, with more detailed typing (Cowardin vs Adamus types). The CBJ mapping
employed 1-acre type limits for an area several orders of magnitude larger and small
upland patches or mosaics were not carved out.

Much of this area could be considered a mosaic of scrub-shrub and forested wetlands, with
small inclusions that might be considered upland (although perhaps not at a planning
scale), including some areas lacking sufficient hydrophytic species cover but otherwise
wetland in character. Much of the “missed” area in DOWL's report has significant cover of
rusty Menziesia, a shrub classified as “facultative upland” although it is typical of wet
shrublands and forest in southeast Alaska. With experience, signs of adaptive wetland
morphology such as growth in stilted clumps on hummocks, and stunting of trees, are
recognized as additional indicators of hydrophytic vegetation, allowing correct
identification of such areas as wetland.

Key species were also missed by observers. Crabapple, not noted in the descriptions, is
common in the Sunny Point West and Sunny Point East alternatives’ alignment crossing
Hendrickson Point. Inappropriately considered “FACUP” (“facultative upland,” usually
occurring in uplands but sometimes in wetlands), it is common in forested/shrub wetlands
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surrounding open peatlands in our region such as those at Hendrickson Point. It should
also be noted that near sea level here, both mountain hemlock and shore pine are found
almost exclusively in wetlands, although they may persist in drying areas; both are very
common in the Hendrickson Point area impacted by the Sunny Point alternatives.
Mountain hemlock in stunted form due to the wetland habitat is the dominant species in
much of the scrub shrub (areas with woody vegetation less than 20 feet tall) including the
vicinity of sample point 12, but was not noted as such.

Given the difficulties of delineation with the USACE's weak regulatory plant indicator
lists for Southeast Alaska, it is not surprising that some wetland areas were
classified differently by evaluators unfamiliar with Southeast Alaska. In this case,
however, a majority of the wetlands at Hendrickson point were overlooked in
DOWL's delineation, around two times the total wetland reported in the PEL impact
table for the entire Sunny Point West area and 10 times that of Sunny Point East.

We observe, however, that DOWL's impact acreages were tallied for footprints much
narrower than the 360 ft delineation areas and perhaps only along Egan Drive. We recently
were able to view footprints on the DOWL data portal that are smaller yet, omitting some
of the area along Egan at E Sunny in previous alignment diagrams and showing a narrower
area on Hendrickson Point. We were not given codes to use the measurement tools on the
PEL portal. We have already taken time to trace and georeference the 150 ft and 360 ft
areas, and now there is a third set that may have been the actual alignments used; this is
unreasonably cumbersome and inefficient for reviewers. It amounts to misrepresentation
of project impacts and obscures what should be a shared information base.

Some of the “missed” areas may be drying as the two enclosing streams become incised.
But these appear to be mostly typical, if somewhat mosaiced, forested and shrub-scrub
bog-edge wetlands easily identified from aerial photography and LiDAR as well as a quick
transit of the area. The anadromous streams and extensive wetlands that have been
overlooked fall within a zone proposed for fill and road construction impacts. These
wetlands and streams were apparently omitted from “impacted wetland acres” tallies used
for comparing alternatives, so this omission is significant and concerning.

While the inclusion of data sheets and photo points within the report is helpful, the
Hendrickson Point area requires more documentation. Only one full sample point is shown
for the large area classified as upland within the alignment. Given its marginal status as
upland on said data sheet (1% cover away from wetland classification in a map known to
have more than a 1% margin of error) and the lack within the sample data of species with
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significant cover in the immediate vicinity of the point, the site selected for the point was
neither representative nor definitive. More points representative of this area could better
support a delineation.

The portion of the alignment adjacent to North Douglas Highway was apparently not visited
or delineated, perhaps due to private land permissions, although imagery and roadside
views may suffice for estimated boundaries. The mapping also failed to show an access
trail that would be impacted by the two Sunny Point alternatives within Hendrickson Point.
Freshwater wetland areas identified in CBJ's 2014 mapping were also missed along the
Mendenhall Peninsula alignment.

SEALT concludes that additional GIS and field survey work is needed for a useful
wetland delineation in order to rate overall wetland impacts to the alignments. While
it does not carve out small upland areas, the existing CBJ planning-level wetland mapping
of Adamus wetland types may be more useful than DOWL's delineation for the areas it
covers, including most of Hendrickson Point. Additional work appears to be needed to
accurately identify freshwater wetlands outside the CB) mapping or for more detailed
mapping within the CBJ-mapped areas.

Lack of Functional Assessments in DOWL's Work

The Clean Water Act establishes guidance for calculating unavoidable impacts to aquatic
resources on a functional and watershed basis. Not all wetlands have the same function or
role in the surrounding ecosystem and community; each should be assessed to understand
the impacts from each crossing alternative and the necessary offsets for those impacts.

The PEL Study’s Level 2 Screening Criteria that relate to wetland impacts reflect
within-fill-footprint acreage only, which does not follow the USACE Alaska District’s
current guidance on assessing impacts within and beyond a fill footprint.

The PEL Study's report does not include any functional assessments, and the wetland
delineations are not complete for the areas to be impacted by each alternative. DOWL's
other wetland mapping efforts (Intertidal Habitat Map and land cover maps) do not include
sufficient detail or coverage on the overall wetlands to put the delineated areas in context
for even a preliminary impact rating such as this. DOWL has leaned heavily on outdated
National Wetlands Inventory (NWI) and an NWI-related land cover maps that are unreliable
for Southeast Alaska due to the age and precision (or lack thereof) of the data. While DOWL
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has provided a credible tidal delineation of Cowardin types, wetland mapping for
freshwater wetlands and for the overall project area is lacking.

SEALT has current functional assessment data and mapping for most of this area
conducted by experienced wetlands specialists who are intimately familiar with this
wetlands complex; our data does not support the acreages in DOWL's Draft Level 2 Scoring
and Impact Tables that consider a single wetlands criterion, very narrowly defined.

Questions

1. When is DOWL planning to produce functional assessments of the wetlands and
waters to be impacted according to the work plan?

2. What protocol will DOWL use?

3. Will the alternatives be re-scored using the functional assessments?

4. Will the functional assessments be completed before or after the public comment
period opens?

5. How will those functional impacts for each alternative’s harm to special aquatic sites
be communicated to stakeholders?

6. Will DOWL or another qualified delineation team return to Hendrickson Point and
Mendenhall Peninsula to complete those delineations and adjust impact acres
accordingly?

Review of Intertidal Habitat Survey Report
(Dec 2023)

The purpose of this report was not clear, and the findings not well articulated, but
nevertheless includes an important observation: "This memo does not provide an
analysis of the potential effects on intertidal habitats, nor is it intended to rank or
prioritize the alternatives. Such assessments would be performed during the NEPA
process, as part of a comprehensive review of the project.”

SEALT agrees that the intertidal map gives little information not supplied in more detail
within the wetland delineation report, and report findings (low marsh and upper intertidal
acreages, alignment width, and the presence and importance of deltas) were not used in
the rating.
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The intertidal habitat survey and mapping would be more useful if it included more types
and applied to the Mendenhall Wetland project area as a whole, so that the importance of
habitats impacted by the PEL Study's alternatives could be evaluated in relation to the
entire area. The project preliminary cover map did include this larger area, and the report
said it would refine that. If this has been done, the overall map should be presented for
review and shared with the TAC. Only small areas were presented in the report, the 366 ft-
wide alignment for each alternative, and with few habitat types.

While the report does not appear to have contributed to the PEL rating of alternatives
other than perhaps for “intertidal zone directly affected,” it makes pertinent observations
and has potential to contribute to ratings, with some corrections and adjustments. The
Intertidal report compiles some useful information that could inform the PEL ratings:

e For example, the intertidal crossing distances given for each alignment should be
used as a rating criterion. This is an obvious and simple indicator related to many
types of impact from direct and indirect impacts to the refuge, its habitats and
human uses.

e Low marsh acreage in the potential impact area (alignment plus buffer) should also
be used as a rating criterion, although it should be accompanied by a criterion for
high marsh as well, or a rating combining those. (Coastal meadow is important, but
perhaps not abundant enough in the alignments to have a separate rating, although
it could be mapped.)

e Special habitats mentioned in the report such as mussel/rockweed habitat,
channels, and deltas that contribute greatly to productivity and diversity should
also be mapped or otherwise noted for each alignment as rating factors.

Unfortunately, the habitat categories are quite limited, non-standard and inconsistently
applied. High marsh and coastal meadow are not mapped, but instead combined with
other types. In addition, it is not clear which criteria were used for the top of the “low
marsh” habitat in this mapping effort (end of sedge or MHW), or the top of the upper
intertidal (HTL, 25+, or other site-specific considerations).

High marsh habitat can be defined in different ways but is a very abundant, important, and
heavily used habitat that has been omitted from this map effort. Oddly, the descriptors for
the report's “upper intertidal” category do not include the high marsh estuarine emergent
Cowardin code, which is the dominant type within the report’s upper intertidal; it only
shows codes for scrub-shrub and forest. It should be accompanied by a modifier indicating
irregularly flooded, meaning above mean high water.
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High marsh should have its own category and should be acknowledged as marsh. It is most
often defined by vegetated intertidal between mean high water and high tide line, or could
include a storm or splash zone above that, but would not normally include areas up to 25+
in this protected location. It would be better to have one salt marsh category that includes
both than to combine high marsh with supratidal meadow and forest habitats.

While high marsh could be defined as starting at the upper extent of Lyngbye sedge, that is
variable by site. Lyngbye sedge is really a lower-to-mid-tidal plant and can extend above
mean high water although in some places high marsh grasses dominate areas below mean
high water. Other salt marsh species, including succulents and alkali grass, dominate lower
low marsh areas, so a lower low marsh category could also be mapped for additional
resolution. (The draft SEALT Habitat Map includes high marsh, lower low marsh, and
coastal meadow.)

It might also be useful in this project area to map “wet high marsh” and/or “ponded high
marsh” as types. The areas near the road at the Sunny Pt alignments deserve special
attention because of their unique and transitional characteristics. These include tidal areas
with significant freshwater influence from streams as well as likely from upwelling.

It is interesting that the intertidal map carves out as upland extensive areas along Egan at
Sunny Point that are well below the 25+ ft defined in the text as the top of upper intertidal.
Some, but not all, of this area is slightly above the high tide line as defined from the 2013
LiDAR. It is also noted that while the text states that intertidal is here defined as down to -
10, elsewhere in the study the lower extent of intertidal is considered -4. Which were used
for calculating intertidal acreages in the ratings matrix?

Review of Bird and Habitat Surveys Report (Jan
2024)

Bird Habitat

The bird habitat survey was not conducted in a way or at a time that could be
expected to contribute meaningful data and has not contributed in any way to the
impact rating, as the Level 2 Scoring and Impact Tables appear to ignore the
recommendations in the report. It does not conform even to the protocol that it
mentions as a model, since it does not include repeated surveys, and the referenced
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“model” protocol was not designed for tidal wetlands which comprise a significant portion
of the survey area. Area searches can be useful for some survey needs but are not
productive for disturbance sensitive flocking species in open areas. More distant
observations with spotting scope are typically needed for shorebird and waterfowl flock
counts.

Most shorebird migration was over by the time of the surveys and the surveys were not
focused well and were too brief to capture waterfowl or other species’ use. The report
contributes no information on the area other than some observations concerning general
habitat use by species groups. Seasonal species records are compiled but not used in any
meaningful way, and clearly not consulted in planning the surveys. Better information on
species occurrence by date within the alignment areas is available. To its credit, however,
the bird report recommends that impact analysis be based on habitat available and known
species associations with the available habitat. This approach was not used in the ratings,
however.

DOWL's bird habitat quantification and rating is not credible and invalidates the PEL draft
alternative rating and process. Project proponents will need to revise or entirely overhaul
this rating by using a combination of existing information sources. If DOWL or its
contractors lack background or skills to identify and correctly use existing sources, they
would reasonably be expected to adjust staffing or seek guidance from those who created
these sources and from other authorities or experts on avian habitat in Southeast Alaska.

The stated purpose of the PEL Process is to link key regulatory and environmental
constraints to siting decisions early in the planning process. In this case, that means as a
first step, identifying key resources and regulations, then pursuing avoidance of impacts to
the refuge, its habitats, and human uses. That requires appropriate use of available data
and clear articulation of sources, assumptions, and impact quantification/rating methods.
Unfortunately, the bird habitat rating fails on all of these counts.

The PEL bird habitat impact rating shows “0” for Sunny Point East and Mendenhall
Peninsula. By any reasonable measure, the Mendenhall Peninsula and Sunny Point
alternatives cross some of most important bird habitat use on the refuge; significant
impacts would be expected from any crossing design at those locations. The entire refuge
is designated a globally Important Bird Area.

How did this happen? DOWL states it calculated acreages from the intersection of the
alignments within 500 ft buffers of nests, but in its rating calls the criterion a 500 buffer
from “hotspots”. Is this another name for a nest, or are these bird concentration areas
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identified in the most recent systematic survey of Mendenhall Wetlands bird habitat use
(Armstrong et al., 2004)? In areas labeled as hotspots, large numbers were consistently
observed across seasons. Use of this source is sound if applied correctly and with an
understanding of its limitations (e.g. low tide only, some areas not covered, or partially
covered). Use of an ad hoc collection of nest observations, however, is not at all useful or
valid, since the most important bird habitat uses of this wetland area are not for nesting,
but migratory stopover and wintering. Nests certainly occur on the refuge in the upper high
marsh, on islands and on other upland edges, but we are not aware of a systematic survey
of these and in any case, it would not be a good indicator of wetland habitat use or value.

If the 2004 Hotspots are used instead, a 500-foot buffer does not adequately cover the
areas referenced. The ‘points’ represent broad, yet relatively distinct, areas viewed at
distance at low tide. To clarify this for those wishing to use the Hotspots data to compare
habitat areas, the GIS analyst and co-author for the Hotspots report, Richard Carstensen,
has drawn polygons representing the surveyed areas (Figure 9). The sites can be linked to
survey data tables and Hotspots report analyses by the name or code of the survey area,
for example, r05=Mendenhall river mouth. While the data and analysis are useful, several
areas within the proposed crossings were not covered in the surveys, or their coverage in
the survey was incomplete. These include Sunny Point, 5 Mile Creek, Falls Creek, and Twin
Lakes. This is also clearly noted in the Hotspots report.

For the areas lacking the full complement of surveys, reasonably equivalent data are
needed. More recent data from The Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology online birder
observation database, eBird, as well as other observations, generally confirm Hotspots
results where its surveys were complete and add important information on additional
areas. To assist project planners and refuge stakeholders, we have summarized bird
habitat use at each crossing site using the Hotspots database and report. For areas not
fully covered in the Hotspots survey, we provide summaries or highlights of additional
observations. This summary information is collected below, in the review of DOWL's
application of the Level 2 Screening Criteria.

Fish Habitat

Since the management plan for the Mendenhall Wetlands State Game Refuge was
completed in March of 1990, the primary goal has been to protect fish and wildlife:
“Manage the refuge to maintain and enhance fish and wildlife populations and their
habitat. Minimize the degradation and loss of habitat values due to habitat fragmentation.
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Recognize cumulative impacts when considering effects of small incremental development
and actions affecting refuge resources.”

Not only do anadromous fish species access their natal streams via the Mendenhall
wetlands, but resident and migratory birds rely heavily on forage fish in the estuaries. The
wetlands provide habitat for salmon (sockeye, coho, chum and pink), Dolly Varden char,
and cutthroat trout. It also provides a rearing (and sometimes spawning) ground for
eulachon, capelin, herring, sand lance, sculpin, flounder, and stickleback.

These fish populations support both marine mammals and fish-eating birds including gulls,
terns, herons, mergansers, eagles, kingfishers, and others. Salmon in particular (adults,
juveniles, and eggs) are food for at least 31 bird species in Southeast Alaska. After they've
spawned, their carcasses deposit vital nutrients on the wetlands and render it a highly
productive area, also benefiting plants and invertebrates.

In addition to previously designated anadromous streams that line the boundaries of the
Refuge, the Alaska Department of Fish & Game recently nominated 20 streams to the
anadromous waters catalog: 13 additions and 7 route corrections (Juneau-Douglas Second
Crossing Fish Stream Surveys, ADF&G, Jan 10 2024). These are all based on the presence of
juvenile coho salmon. Every crossing alternative would disrupt one or more
anadromous fish streams. The Sunny Point alternatives would have the most severe
effects, impacting seven or more streams on each route.

Note also that many of the route corrections are within stream deltas, which are highly
variable environments. Stream channels change constantly and their shifting sinuosity
creates and maintains habitat. Interrupting natural flow is deleterious to countless fish,
invertebrates, and other marine species.

The impact on fish populations and habitat would extend far beyond Gastineau Channel.
The Mendenhall Wetlands complex is the only major stopover in the 335 miles between the
Stikine River delta and Yakutat. This is vital for birds on the Pacific Flyway, a migratory path
extending thousands of miles from Patagonia to Alaska.

The salmon reared in the wetlands not only support wildlife populations, but ultimately
contribute to the livelihood of Southeast Alaska residents. Nearly 20% of jobs in Southeast
Alaska are in fisheries, supporting families and contributing to a thriving seafood industry
that distributes worldwide.

Mammal Habitat on Hendrickson Point
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The mammals of the Mendenhall Wetlands have been observed in various ways over the
decades since the Mendenhall Wetlands State Game Refuge was established in 1976.

The 200-acre heart-shaped peatland on Douglas Island, known to some as Hendrickson
Point and referred to on SEALT's maps as Peatland Point, contains valuable mammal
habitat in addition to numerous species of birds, fish and often-overlooked aquatic insects.

SEALT owns and stewards two parcels on the eastern side of Hendrickson Point as
conservation land due to their strong habitat and wetland values; collectively, these parcels
are called the Grummett Wetlands Mitigation Site, established in 2019 and expanded in
2022 to provide permitted offsets for unavoidable impacts to aquatic resources in
Southeast Alaska.

The CBJ Parks & Recreation Department manages the western side of this peninsula as a
Conservation Area, designated and set aside for conservation and public access in CBJ's
2008 Comprehensive Plan and again in the 2013 Comprehensive Plan.

The Mendenhall Wetlands State Game Refuge is mostly off-limits to large mammals such as
deer, bear, and wolf due to roads and development serving as barriers to their entry.
However, this peninsula offers a rare open corridor for wildlife access.

Discovery Southeast and the Southeast Alaska Land Trust have documented large mammal
uses of the Refuge via this wildlife corridor at Hendrickson Point since 2003. Notably, in the
spring and summer, mammal tracks on the tide flats include tracks associated with deer,
bear, wolf, marten, mink, and otter - including juveniles. This indicates that mammals are
able to safely bring their young to the tidal wetlands to hunt, forage and traverse the
Refuge through the Hendrickson Point corridor. While this documentation of mammal
use was not part of a formal study, this elemental occurrence was recorded by qualified
observers and should be noted for further review within an EIS.
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Review of Tier 1 Eelgrass Delineation Report
(Feb 2024)

Introduction

The “Introduction” starts with the same paragraph as the wetland delineation; there is no
mention of eelgrass in the introduction: its presence, ecological and regulatory significance,
or delineation is not described.

While some of the other field survey reports stated that they did not identify or evaluate
potential impacts of different alternative crossing sites and could not be used that way, this
report’'s introduction states that the eelgrass delineation will be used to support evaluation
of alternatives. While it states that additional surveys may be needed if the Falls Creek
landing site is shifted, it regards the survey as sufficient for evaluating current alignments
despite the limited tidal range and timing of the surveys as noted below.

Previous Investigation

The “Previous Investigation” section mentions the eelgrass map layer from the ShoreZone
website, but does not give the survey date for this, only noting it as 2023 in references
because it was taken from the current website. While the reference section lists the more
recent CBJ area NOAA staff eelgrass mapping/monitoring surveys by NOAA that include
parts of the project area, the “Previous Investigation” section does not mention these or the
NOAA-mapped eelgrass outside of Entrance Point along Mendenhall Peninsula.

Methods

A tidal range required or recommended to find or rule out eelgrass in our area should be
mentioned in the methods section along with a commitment that surveys at all sites will be
conducted at that appropriate tidal level. The results section mentions an unexplained tidal
range for planned surveys, but some surveys were conducted outside of this range.

Results

The results table should include the tidal range during each survey period at each site. The
tidal range during each survey interval can only be estimated by the time of day noted. For
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the purpose of this review, a revised results table with the needed tidal information in
italics is shown below.

Since surveys were conducted at tide levels as high as 7 and 15 feet and none below -
1, it appears that some of the surveys may have been conducted during tide levels
too high to detect lower- or even mid-elevation eelgrass; survey tidal ranges are
highlighted for these potentially problematic surveys. It may be that these were
conducted in areas lacking non-ponded terrain below these elevations. If so, this should be
noted. It should also be noted whether snorkel surveys would be needed to rule out
eelgrass in areas that remain ponded at low tide such as the dredged channel at the Sunny
Point alignment.

While the surveyors were able to find some eelgrass at the ShoreZone-mapped Falls Creek
delta eelgrass site, the mapping may be incomplete since that important survey was very
short in duration. Surveys appear to have been limited by staff availability as well as the
timing of daylight and tides, perhaps as a consequence of the inappropriately brief survey
planning and implementation schedule.

Correction for Table 2: Alignment Traverse and Tide Stage

Alighment Date (2023) Start Time End Time Tidal Stage During Survey Low Tide
Mendenhall September 28 6:01 PM 6:48 PM Ebb ~5to-1 (LT-1.38 at 7:17 PM)
September 29 5:12 PM 6:06 PM Ebb ~7to 2.5 (LT-2.7 at 7:59 PM)
Sunny Point W September 29 9:23 AM 10:51 AM Flow ~2to 10 (LT-2.29 at 7.33 AM)
Sunny Point E September 29 10:09 AM 12:09 PM Flow ~4.5 to 15+ (LT-2.29 at 7.33 AM)
Vanderbilt September 27 5:40 PM 5:48 PM Ebb ~1.5to 1 (LT .49 at 6:32 PM)
September 28 8:16 AM 9:05 AM Flow ~0to 2.5 (LT-2.11 at 6:53 AM)
Twin Lakes September 28 7:06 AM 8:03 AM Flow ~2to-5 (LT-2.11 at 6:53 AM)
September 27 6:01 PM ~6:29 PM Ebb ~1to.5 (LT .49 at 6:32 PM)
Salmon Creek September 27 ~6:29 PM 6:40 PM Flow ~1to.5 (LT .49 at 6:32 PM)
September 28 9:06 AM 10:01 AM Flow ~25to7 (LT-2.11 at 6:53 AM)
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Maps

The Falls Creek (Salmon South) map with a surveyed eelgrass polygon is laid over a low
quality poorly chosen aerial. Clear low tide imagery for the Falls Creek delta is readily
available and should have been used here along with available elevation data from the
2013 LiDAR.

The Maps section would be more useful if revised to include the planned traverses and
resulting tracks, so covered areas can be depicted with respect to the alignments,
topographic elevation, tidal elevation at time of survey, and previous mapping results from
ShoreZone, National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), and SEALT. This would help to
determine if additional surveys may be needed during lower daytime tides than were
available during the brief SEALT and PEL fall survey period.

The SEALT team noted eelgrass presence during fieldwork associated with their fall 2023
tideland habitat mapping and functional assessment at the Falls Creek delta and on both
sides of Entrance Point/Fish Creek (SEALT, 2024 (draft)). Georeferenced photographs and
tracks or maps thereof, along with more appropriate topographic and orthophoto base
maps are part of the SEALT project and may be requested by reviewing agencies.

While additional low elevation surveys in clear channels and delta edges would be
appropriate due to time and tide limitations of the fall survey, currently available data
suggests that eelgrass may be limited to areas near the western and eastern edges of the
Mendenhall Wetlands area where glacial input is moderated by marine and clear
freshwater influence.

In summary, eelgrass does not appear to be a major factor in siting the crossing,
particularly in comparison to overall wetland and tideland impacts, although it is present
near two alignments and additional documentation during better lowtide/visibility
conditions may be needed.

e Eelgrass extends toward the edge of the Mendenhall alignment from Entrance Point
although it is not currently mapped within the report. This area could use additional
low tide or in-water survey coverage.

e The Salmon Creek alignment is very close to eelgrass beds along the south side of
the landfall at the Falls Creek delta. Additional surveys during better conditions may
be needed, and design and construction adjustments will be needed to reduce
potential impacts.
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e Additional low tide or in-water surveys may be needed at the Sunny Point alignment
where imagery shows a ponded channel.

Even with some eelgrass on the Falls Creek delta, the Salmon Creek alternative remains
by far the best option to minimize Refuge, salt marsh, and tideland impacts and
could be greatly improved by moving the alignment to the south, off the Falls Creek
delta and the edge of the Salmon Creek delta.

Review of Bridge Volume Forecast Memo (Feb
2024)

DOWL's Bridge Volume Forecast Memo is a puzzling inclusion in the PEL Study materials in
that DOWL does not incorporate its results meaningfully into the Level 2 scores.

The memo blurs the traffic volume differences between the alternatives by grouping them
without explanation, but nevertheless reveals some important facts. A summary:

e A Sunny Point East/Sunny Point West/Vanderbilt set of alternatives would divert less
traffic (20-30%) from the existing bridge than the combined Twin Lakes/Salmon
Creek alternatives (30-40%).

e After constructing a Sunny Point East, Sunny Point West, or Vanderbilt
alternative, the average annual daily traffic (AADT) on the existing bridge
would return to the current levels (2022-2024) by the year 2040, just 10-12 years
after the construction of a second bridge. This is not due to population growth or
noteworthy increases in daily bridge traffic; the marginal daily benefits of a second
bridge at Sunny Point and Vanderbilt are not illustrated within the memo.

e By contrast, the memo suggests that an alternative at Twin Lakes or Salmon Creek
would divert more traffic and reduce future uses of the existing bridge permanently.

e The memo does not explain whether scheduled and required improvements to the
existing Douglas Island Bridge are incorporated into the traffic volume forecasts or
possible expanded uses of the existing bridge.

It is unclear whether DOWL has analyzed whether these marginal benefits - for slight
convenience more than anything else relating to traffic congestion or safety - justify the
severe impacts to the environment and to human uses of the wetlands that would result
from a second bridge located at Sunny Point or Vanderbilt.
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Level 2 Screening: Process & Methodology

PEL Study Should Be Data- As Well As Process-Driven

e Well-defined and transparent public process

e (Coherent and defensible data-based results

e Not meant to circumvent regulatory responsibilities

e Communication to and understanding by stakeholders and technical advisors

These well-known features of a PEL study have not been present in DOWL's work on the
JDNC PEL Study. The PEL Study’s surveys were undertaken using federal funds with the
apparent goal of contributing significantly to the environmental analysis required under
NEPA through the PEL process.

In general, the PEL process is intended to efficiently identify alternatives, needs, and
potential impacts early in the process, and if it proceeds satisfactorily, may be incorporated
by reference into the NEPA analysis, potentially limiting the scope of purpose and need
analysis and documentation as well as alternatives and impacts considered during NEPA.
SEALT does not see merit in incorporating the reports from the PEL Study into NEPA by
reference, with the possible exception of the Intertidal Habitat Survey Report.

Screening Elements from 2022-2023 Missing in 2024

DOWL suggested at its March 7, 2024 Joint Advisory Committee meeting that the advisory
committees approved the screening criteria presented in the new Level 2 results. That is
not accurate: the advisory committees did not have approval authority, and agency and
stakeholder feedback on the screening criteria was not clearly integrated into DOWL's work
prior to screening. More importantly, DOWL'’s use of screening criteria in this study has
changed since their presentation to the advisory committees in February 2023.
Significant changes to the criteria and measurements are reviewed here.

e “High Value Wetlands” was removed from the Level 2 Screening despite its use as an
indicator for severity of impacts to wetlands in the Preliminary Screening Criteria.

e For “Essential Fish Habitat”, the measurement included impacts relating to
construction activities, not just the final result of construction.

e The score for “Important Migratory Bird Habitat Impacted” would have been
determined by the acreage of habitat impacted by construction.

SEALT Comments - IDNC PEL Study Level 2 Screening 21



e For “Section 4(f)/6(f) Resources Affected”, the score would have included the number
of resources and distance to them. This previous measurement would aim towards
compliance with the ADOT&PF Environmental Procedures Manual’s instruction on
4(f)/6(f), whereas the current measure does not.

e “Protected Lands Directly Affected” would have included all protected lands
categories, not just lands owned by the Southeast Alaska Land Trust. (Even by the
extremely narrow definition limiting the criterion to SEALT lands alone, DOWL did
not measure/score this correctly.) A more comprehensive filter like the one
suggested in the February 2023 screening criteria memo must be applied to this
criterion to encompass all types of protected lands managed for public uses and
benefits by CBJ, the State of Alaska, SEALT, and others.

e “Effect on Visual or Scenic Quality of Surrounding Area” was eliminated in the Level 2
screening, although it remains an Additional Goal within the PEL Study. It is a
questionable loss of transparency and analysis to remove criteria in this way
without explanation, given the importance of all of the goals named in the study.

e The screening methodology released to the TAC in 2023 did not specify a scoring
range of -2 to +2. At the March 7, 2024 Joint Advisory Committee meeting, several
agencies and stakeholders flagged this abbreviated range for scoring, and
questioned its usefulness.

Scoring Methodology

No Build

We understand, and have been repeatedly reminded by DOWL, that the PEL Study is not
designed to analyze whether a No Build alternative is the best choice, but rather which of
the Build alternatives have merit for consideration by an EIS.

However, DOWL inexplicably chose to include a No Build alternative in the Level 2
Screening. For this reason, it is fair to critique how the screening criteria were applied to
the No Build scenario. At the March 7, 2024 presentation, DOWL reported that the
parameters for scoring No Build were different from the parameters for scoring other
alternatives. The scoring range of -2 to 0 means that No Build has no chance within the PEL
Study process to score in the same range as the Build alternatives that can score -2 to +2,
and is handicapped by default going into NEPA.
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Scoring a No Build alternative at O for criteria such as “Avoid, minimize, and mitigate
negative impacts to the environment” is a disingenuous finding. 0 should not be the
maximum score for No Build in the Level 2 Screening.

Weighting the Criteria

It has been recommended by numerous advisors to this PEL Study that the criteria
considered for screening should be weighted according to their importance. For instance,
the impacts to 4(f)/6(f) resources should not be forced into an equivalency with the total
right-of-way needed for construction.

Wetlands, birds, other wildlife, fish, refuge, and human use impacts are not
adequately weighted. The weighting of these criteria in alternative selection must be
commensurate with their importance to the siting decision due to both to their
value to the community and their very significant regulatory protections.

The Need for Granularity

The scoring for the six Build alternatives had a total range of 5 points, from -2 to +2. The
scoring for the No Build alternative had a total range of only 3 points, from -2 to 0. Both
ranges are unnecessarily narrow for scoring; this eliminates nuance and hides important
details about the severity of impacts for different alternatives.

The range of -2 to +2 lumps moderate impacts with severe impacts, blurring the

difference between what is truly harmful to the environment and the community
and what might be acceptable with appropriate mitigation measures.

Many factors are only rated 0 to -2. If No Build is 0, or 0 impact would be misleading, this
leaves only two levels of impact to compare six locations (-1 and -2). For example, the
criterion “Avoid, minimize, and mitigate impacts to the environment” scores No Build at 0,
and all other alternatives identically at a -2. The Build alternatives would all have negative
impacts on the environment, but their impacts differ greatly. It would be more prudent to
differentiate between minimal impacts, light impacts, moderate impacts, severe impacts,
and a total loss/impact so that the alternatives can be compared accurately. All things
considered, constructing a bridge at Sunny Point would be substantially more deleterious
to the environment and established uses of the Refuge than constructing a bridge at
Salmon Creek, but there is no room within DOWL's current scoring to see that difference.
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In order to reflect the best available information, more granularity should be required in
the scoring range. SEALT could support a scoring range of -5 to +5, or a range that uses
fractional scores (in 0.25 or 0.50 increments).

Level 2 Screening: Conflicts Between

Alternatives and Existing Plans

With the possible exception of the Salmon Creek alternative, which may be constructed in
such a way as to avoid the most harmful impacts to the Mendenhall Wetlands State Game
Refuge and the Marjory and Edgar Huizer Fishing Access Site, all other alternatives are
inconsistent with existing approved plans.

1. Mendenhall Wetlands State Game Refuge Management Plan: The Refuge’s
Management Plan states that the Refuge was “established by the Alaska Legislature
in 1976 to protect natural habitat and game populations, especially waterfowl, as
well as to provide recreation.” All alternatives crossing through the Refuge are
inconsistent with Refuge’'s Management Plan, which provides guidance on managing

the Refuge to achieve this purpose.

2. USACE Mitigation Plans: The West Sunny Point and East Sunny Point alternatives
are inconsistent with the approved USACE mitigation plans, including long-term
management plans, in place for the high-functioning estuarine wetland mitigation

sites around Sunny Point and on Hendrickson Point.
3. 2013 CBJ Comprehensive Plan:

The alternatives located within the Refuge’s boundaries (Mendenhall
Peninsula, Sunny Point West, Sunny Point East, and Twin Lakes) are
inconsistent with Policy 9.3 of the 2013 CB) Comprehensive Plan,
which states “To preserve as public natural areas those publicly-owned
lands and shoreline areas that possess important recreational, scenic, fish
and wildlife, and other environmental qualities or are subject to natural
hazards.”

The Plan notes in Chapter 9 that “Natural, undeveloped areas...are an
essential component of the CBJ’'s community form and identity. They
should be maintained and enhanced.” The Mendenhall Wetlands State
Game Refuge is the largest and most publicly-visible natural area in
Juneau. Construction of transportation infrastructure within the
Refuge would be inconsistent with Policy 9.3 of the Comprehensive
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Plan and significantly damage the visual, cultural, and scenic identity
of the community.

iii.  Asits prior iteration in 2008 established, the 2013 Comprehensive
Plan continues to designate the CBJ property (Parcel ID
6D1001040010) on the western lobe of Hendrickson Point as a
Conservation Area with public access for the wetlands and beach
areas around Hendrickson Point. That CBJ property, and the public
access parcel from North Douglas Hwy (Parcel ID 6D0901060110), are
maintained by CBJ in conservation status.

iv.  Disturbance and fragmentation and other impacts caused by road
construction and conflicting uses adjacent to this area will greatly
reduce its recreational, ecological, and conservation values and
severely impact its existing uses.

4. Lemon Creek Area Plan: The Lemon Creek Area Plan notes that throughout the
plan’s development, the public identified the Refuge as a key resource of the Lemon
Creek area for their habitat needs and their viewsheds (p. 55, Lemon Creek Area
Plan). The Plan also outlines that access to the Refuge is limited in the Lemon Creek
Area and highlights the need for the development of a coastal trail to provide
additional access. Alternatives located at the Sunny Point and Vanderbilt locations
are inconsistent with this plan.

5. Marjory and Edgar Huizer Fishing Access Site Management Plan: The Marjory
and Edgar Huizer Fishing Access Site (“Huizer Site”) is managed by SEALT in
partnership with ADF&G as an official access point to the Refuge and Falls Creek,
primarily for fishing, and secondarily for hunting, recreation, and other customary
uses of the Refuge. The Huizer Site is located along the southern edge of the Refuge
and the parcel's northeastern shoreline boundary is a part of the greater intertidal
estuarine Mendenhall Wetlands complex, and a Salmon Creek alternative would
conflict with its Management Plan.

6. Statutory Warranty Deed for Sunny Point Park #3 Lots 1 & 2: Although itis not a
community-level plan, the deed to Sunny Point Park #3 Lot 1 and Sunny Point Park
#3 Lot 2 specifically prohibits the use of that property for a second crossing. It states
that SEALT “...may not deed the Property to the City and Borough of Juneau or the State
of Alaska or any divisions or departments thereof unless and until:

“(i) Applicable federal and state procedures for formal site selection of a North Douglas
Crossing have been completed, appeal procedures exhausted, and permits issued for an
alternative other than a Sunny Point alternative; and
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“(ii) [SEALT] is able to secure from the government entity to which the Property is deeded,
a Conservation Easement which expressly limits development of the Property to those
listed in the Plat notes, restrictions, and easements of record.

“Reversionary Interest of Seller: If any government entity commences eminent domain
proceedings against the Property described above, or any part thereof, the Property in its
entirety shall revert to the Seller’'s ownership automatically and by operation of law.”

There are additional consequences written into the deed for a condemnation
proceeding which can be provided upon request.

Additionally, a prior iteration of the second crossing concept was evaluated in a Sheinberg
survey. It ranked impacts to the wetlands as the #1 consideration, with cost as the #2
consideration. In the EIS for this project, the review should include how prior iterations of a
second crossing considered, ranked, and recommended alternatives.

Impacts from Alternatives

SEALT's Functional Assessments

The goal of SEALT's Habitat Mapping and Assessment Project is to assess the functions and
values of different areas within the Mendenhall Wetlands according to protocols developed
for the region. Functional assessments look at what wetlands do and how they contribute
to ecosystem functions, from fish and wildlife habitat to hydrology and human use. With a
basic understanding of what they represent, SEALT's assessment scores can offer a
valuable and timely perspective on tideland areas potentially affected by the crossing
alternatives.

For this project, SEALT engaged Bosworth Botanical Consulting to assess 18 watershed-
based areas (Figure 1) covering the entire refuge via the Wetland Ecosystem Protocol for
Alaska - Southeast (WESPAK-SE). WESPAK assesses the “functions and values” of the
vegetated portion of tidal wetland areas and key features within them.
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Table 1: WESPAK-SE Protocol - Functions and Values

Sequestration

and dissolved carbon and converting carbon dioxide gas
to organic matter (particulate or dissolved), and then
retaining that organic matter on a net annual basis for
long periods while emitting little or no methane.

Function or | Definition Values
Attribute
Sediment The effectiveness for intercepting and filtering Maintain quality of receiving waters.
Retention & | suspended inorganic sediments thus allowing their Protect shoreline structures from
Stabilization | deposition, as well as reducing energy of waves and erosion.

currents, resisting excessive erosion, and stabilizing

underlying sediments or soil.
Carbon The effectiveness for retaining both incoming particulate| Reduce risk of global climate

change.

of a wetland for low-intensity outdoor recreation,
education, or research.

Organic The effectiveness for producing and subsequently Support food chains in receiving
Nutrient exporting organic nutrients (mainly carbon), either waters. Facilitate transfer of iron to
Export particulate or dissolved. marine waters.
Anadromous | The capacity to support rearing or spawning habitat of | Support commercial, subsistence,
Fish Habitat | fish species that migrate from marine waters into sport, and ecological values. Infuse
freshwater streams to spawn, e.g., coho/sockeye. uplands with marine nutrients.
Waterbird The capacity to support or contribute to an abundance | Support subsistence, sport, and
Feeding or diversity of waterbirds that migrate or winter but do | ecological values. Maintain regional
Habitat not breed in the region. biodiversity.
Songpbird, The capacity to support or contribute to an abundance | Maintain regional biodiversity.
Raptor, & or diversity of native songbird, raptor, and mammal
Mammal species and functional groups, especially those that are
Habitat most dependent on wetlands or water.
Native Plant | The capacity to support or contribute to a diversity of Maintain regional biodiversity and
Habitat native, hydrophytic, vascular plant species, communities,| food chains.
and/or functional groups.
Public Use Prior designation of the wetland, by a natural resource | Commercial and social benefits of
and or environmental protection agency, as some type of recreation. Protection of prior
Recognition | special protected area. Also, the potential and actual use| public investments.

Subsistence
and
Provisioning

The “customary and traditional” uses of wild resources
for various uses including food, shelter, fuel, clothing,
tools, transportation, handicrafts, sharing, barter, and

(this is an attribute, not a function
or value).

reducing one or more function, primarily human-related.

Services customary trade.

Wetland A wetland's lack of intrinsic resistance and resilience to | (this is an attribute, not a function
Sensitivity human and natural stressors. or value).

Stress The degree to which a wetland is or has recently been (this is an attribute, not a function
Potential altered by or exposed to, risk from factors capable of or value).
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Figure 1: SEALT Habitat Mapping and Assessment Project - Assessment Areas
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Since WESPAK-SE focuses on vegetated areas, SEALT is also using the Nearshore
Assessment Tool for Alaska - Southeast (NATAK-SE), a complementary assessment tool
covering other aspects of tidelands, including mudflats and shoreline buffer characteristics.
Both functional assessment tools were developed and are maintained by SEALT in
partnership with the USACE, USFWS, CBJ, SEAKFHP, NOAA, and experienced wetland
scientists through Adamus Resource Consulting and Bosworth Botanical Consulting.

Table 2 below summarizes overall WESPAK-SE functional assessment scores for each area.
The scores are normalized (transformed to a 0 to 10 scale) to a dataset from other areas
around southeast AK.

As might be expected in a region of steep-sided fjords where well-developed salt marshes
are rare, the Refuge's overall tidal wetland function scores are very high. On the mainland
side, some Refuge areas are literally “off the charts”; overall scores for the Sunny
Point (10.98) and Mendenhall Peninsula (10.17) areas under consideration for a
second bridge exceed the range of the model’s calibration dataset.

Table 2: SEALT's Tidal Wetland Functional Assessment for Crossing Areas

Crossing Site-- Mendenhall Pen. Sunny Pt Eand W Vanderbilt Twin Lakes Salmon Creek
Scoter Peatland Pt | Sit Ku Salmon
Assessment Area-- | W River Bay Sunny Pt. | W Heen 5 Mile Twin Neilson Ck Falls Ck
WESPAK-SE overall 10.98 H 8.36H 10.17H | 856H 9.99 H 9.31H 8.30H 8.69 H 7.13H 7.61H
(vegetated tidal)
waterbird feeding 10H 10H 10H 10H 10H 10H 10H 10H 9.71H 10H

Scores can also be compared by function or functional group (Table 1). For example, the
“Waterbird Feeding Habitat” function is “High” across the board. Other sub-scores such as
for Anadromous Fish, Organic Nutrient Export, Public Use, and Wetland Sensitivity are also
pertinent to a review of potential crossing impacts.

While overall scores provide a comprehensive way to compare wetlands, they are subject
to a weighting scheme. While the standardized weighting built into the WESPAK protocol
was carefully chosen, it can be difficult for an overall score to meet all rating needs.
Unweighted sub-scores can be more informative for questions focused on particular
functions.

The Mendenhall Peninsula alignment falls within the SEALT project’'s West River assessment
area, the very large and varied salt marsh west of the Mendenhall River along with its
streams, ponds, sloughs and riverbank. Most of that vegetated wetland is not crossed by
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the alignment, although a fringe of salt marsh at the end of Mendenhall Peninsula would
be directly affected by fill. The top-scoring West River wetland area contributes greatly to
the habitat richness of mudflats and channels at the river mouth (and beyond) that would
be affected by the Mendenhall crossing.

At Sunny Point, the very high overall score is directly related to the tidal marsh areas that
would be filled and impacted by the two alternatives, including the very extensive salt
marsh, stream, and channel complex surrounding Sunny Point and extending across the
refuge to the channel near the Douglas shore. Since the scores are “area-less” indicators, a
size factor could be applied to characterize overall functional impacts. With total impact
area considered as well as scores, the Sunny Point alignment’s vegetated wetland
functional impacts are clearly the most severe among all proposed crossing alternatives,
especially effects on bird habitat and human use.

WESPAK scores for the smaller tidal marsh areas on the Douglas side of the Mendenhall
Peninsula and Sunny Point East and West alignments are also in the “High” range. Large fill
pads are proposed to cover the marsh and tideflats at both of these Douglas Island landfall
sites, including fill over small anadromous streams and their deltas. The recently ADF&G-
nominated fish streams on the Douglas side of the MP alignment are not shown on DOWL's
project maps.

Functional assessment scores for vegetated tidelands at the Vanderbilt alignment are also
very high (9.99), as might be expected given the salt marsh, stream, and channel
complexity there. At Twin Lakes and Salmon Creek, overall vegetated wetland
function/value scores decrease relative to other alternative crossing locations while
remaining in the High range from a regional perspective.

The many acres of freshwater wetlands within the fill and alignment footprints on
Mendenhall Peninsula and Hendrickson Creek were not covered in SEALT's tideland
assessment, although functional assessments for these areas are available from a previous
wetland survey (CBJ 2015) by Bosworth Botanical Consulting.
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Impacts to Wetlands

False Precision in DOWL's Calculations

The Sunny Point East alternative’s impact quantification for the criterion “Protected lands
directly affected through SEALT” includes an estimate of 0.006 acres of SEALT land under
the final project design.

The presentation slides for the JDNC PEL Study Joint Advisory Committee meeting on March
7, 2024, and again at the CBJ Public Works & Facilities Committee on March 11, shows this
as 0.0006 acres instead. The Juneau Empire article of March 11, 2024 entitled “Sunny Point
route near airport runway gets highest score for second Juneau-Douglas crossing”
therefore mistakenly reported that the total impact to SEALT land was 0.0006 acres.

Although this discrepancy between the scoring tables and the public materials on the
scoring is concerning and underscores a lack of quality control within the DOWL work
products, what is more alarming is that the acreage provided in either case is not a true
accounting of the impact (direct fill or functional).

This kind of false precision in scoring - taking a measurement to a third or fourth decimal
place - lends the appearance of rigor to DOWL's work where very little seems to exist.

ADOT&PF and its fellow reviewing agencies at the federal and state levels should be
skeptical of any of DOWL's assertions that cannot be verified easily and immediately by
reliable data and qualified analysis.
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SEALT Calculations of Impacts to Habitat by Alternative

In this section, SEALT will review the most deleterious effects of a bridge at different crossing locations. Impacts may not be
limited to those included in this section; a full impact analysis would have to be conducted following a functional wetlands
assessment of the impact sites.

Figure 2: Acreage of Impacts by Alternative
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Figure 3: Percentage of Habitat Impacts by Alternative
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Figure 4: Mendenhall Peninsula Alternative Overlaid on SEALT Habitat Map
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Figure 5: Sunny Point East and West Alternatives Overlaid on SEALT Habitat Map
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Figure 6: Vanderbilt Alternative Overlaid
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Figure 7: Twin Lakes Alternative Overlaid on SEALT Habitat Map
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Figure 8: Salmon Creek Alternative Overlaid on SEALT Habitat Map

Impacts to Wetlands Owned and Stewarded by SEALT

All of the alternatives except for Salmon Creek would have direct and functional impacts on
the wetland mitigation sites owned by SEALT around the Mendenhall Wetlands State Game
Refuge. The type, extent, and severity of impacts would vary depending on the design of
the alternative (embankment fill vs. pilings at different locations), the distance between the
alternative and the SEALT mitigation site, and the freshwater and saltwater influences that
may change as a result of the alternative.

It is important to note that the SEALT conservation lands around the Refuge were selected
because of their immense productivity as wetlands and habitat, and represented a unique
selection of special aquatic sites of interest to SEALT, the USACE, and partners at other
agencies. The hydrologic and habitat connectivity of these lands, managed together,
exemplify the tidal wetlands that make coastal Alaska so important for fish, birds, wildlife,
and the communities that rely upon those resources.
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The possible impacts from the most harmful remaining alternatives are summarized here.
Sunny Point East

The Sunny Point East alternative would severely impact the SEALT properties called Sunny
Point Park #3 Lot 1, Sunny Point Park #3 Lot 2, and two properties on Douglas Island called
the Grummett Wetlands and Tract B-3. Direct fill of at least one of these conservation
properties would occur if a Sunny Point East alternative is selected. All four of these parcels
are mitigation sites that provide compensatory mitigation for unavoidable impacts to
aquatic resources in SEALT's service area, including for the Juneau airport’'s most recent
expansion in 2009. These mitigation sites are legally protected, and violations to the terms
of their protection are enforceable by the USACE as well as SEALT.

Sunny Point West

The Sunny Point West alternative would severely impact the SEALT properties called the
Honsinger Wetlands, King Easement, Branta Lot 2, Sherry Lot 2, Sherry Lot 3, Hinz Il Lot 1B,
Sunny Point Park #3 Lot 1, Sunny Point Park #3 Lot 2, and two properties on Douglas Island
called the Grummett Wetlands and Tract B-3. Direct fill of at least three of these
conservation properties would occur if a Sunny Point West alternative is selected. All ten of
these parcels are mitigation sites that provide compensatory mitigation for unavoidable
impacts to aquatic resources in SEALT's service area, including the Juneau airport’s
expansion in 2009. These mitigation sites are legally protected, and violations to the terms
of their protection are enforceable by the USACE as well as SEALT.

The Vanderbilt Alternative would impact the overall function of the wetlands complex,
breaking the connection between saltwater and freshwater wetlands along its alignment
and creating shading, vegetation loss, and habitat disruption for a variety of key species.
SEALT would expect indirect but measurable impacts to the Grummett Wetlands and Tract
B-3 on Douglas Island, and to Sunny Point Park #3 Lot 1 and Sunny Point Park #3 Lot 2.

Salmon Creek

The Salmon Creek alternative would severely impact the SEALT property on Douglas Island
called the Marjory and Edgar Huizer Fishing Access Site. The Huizer Site is managed
primarily for fishing access, and also for hunting, bird watching, wildlife viewing, and
recreation. It is a protected area, public access point, and scenic viewpoint with stairs,
interpretive signs, hunting/fishing regulation signs, and a memorial bench overlooking the
Refuge.
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Mendenhall Peninsula

The Mendenhall Peninsula alternative would severely impact the SEALT properties along
the eastern side of Mendenhall Peninsula, including Eagles View Lot 1B, Gandercall Lot 4,
Gandercall Lot 3, Great Horned Owl Lot 2, Grey Goose Lot 2, Morning Meadow Lot 3,
Morning Meadow Lot 4, Eagles Reach Lot 2, Moon Meadow Lot 2, Lazy G Acres Lot 2,
HAKALA Lot 2, and Wigeon Ponds.

SEALT owns the aforementioned conservation properties with the exception of Wigeon
Ponds, which is owned by the State of Alaska and under a Deed Restriction held for
enforcement by SEALT, which states that the property is conserved “...to permanently
protect the natural habitat and game populations in the Mendenhall River watershed and
estuarine complex.” All of the SEALT lands along the Mendenhall Peninsula are legally
protected as mitigation sites, and violations to the terms of their protection are
enforceable by the USACE as well as SEALT, and by the State of Alaska for Wigeon Ponds.

Impacts to Bird Habitat Not Considered by DOWL

All build alternatives impact a portion of the Mendenhall Wetlands Important Bird
Area. The choices are therefore between impacting higher and highest bird habitat
use sites. Even within this area, you will see below that the crossing alternatives focus on
most of the refuge’s documented bird concentration areas. This is not surprising since the
alternative crossing sites are only located at stream mouths and/or areas of expansive salt
marsh. The alternatives also in effect “target” most of the refuge’s access trails (Figure 1).
These are public or otherwise protected access corridors with trails used by hunters,
birders, and hikers; not surprisingly, these are also focused on deltas and expansive marsh.

Even without site-specific bird data, a planning team might easily have predicted that delta
and marsh areas would be the most important for bird habitat and human use. If quality
planning was done to avoid and minimize damage to key resources and uses, as required
by law, one must ask why these alternatives were the only sites evaluated for crossings.

It has been clear from project conception that the primary regulatory and planning
criterion on this project comes from state and federal guidance to avoid and minimize
impacts to refuge habitat and uses. It is also clear from previous analyses that the Juneau
public considers protecting refuge habitat the key siting criterion (see Sheinberg consultant
poll report). The PEL process is therefore fundamentally and deeply flawed.
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The PEL Study’s bird habitat ratings are not credible, but more importantly, the array of
alternatives only includes higher-impact sites. While it may be more convenient from an
engineering standpoint to anchor spans or other elevated structures at stream deltas, or to
use designated public access or stream protection corridors, other sites could be explored
and evaluated in order to truly minimize impacts. Importantly, neither a PEL Study nor an
EIS is intended to consider convenience above impacts to regulated resources.

The PEL Study process has failed from the start to identify key resources and constraints,
share them with the public and project partners, or use them in selecting and evaluating
alternatives. Fortunately, bird and habitat data are available for the refuge overall and for
specific areas within it, and ratings, weighting, and alignments can be adjusted accordingly.

The Mendenhall Wetlands State Game Refuge is widely acknowledged to be a key
migratory shorebird and waterfowl stopover location in the region (Armstrong et al. 2004).
The Alaska Shorebird Conservation Plan highlights the importance of the Mendenhall
Wetlands as a “key migratory stopover” and stresses its vulnerability to cumulative impacts.
The wetlands host 16 of the state’s 17 greatest conservation need shorebird species as well
as most of the region’s stewardship species. For an overview of wildlife use of the refuge
area, we refer DOWL to the refuge management plan and The Mendenhall Wetlands: A
Globally Recognized Important Bird Area (Armstrong et al. 2004). The Wetlands received
this Important Bird Area designation because its stream mouths, salt marsh, deltas, and
mud flats are used for migratory stopover by a significant portion of the global population
of a number of species.

The wetlands host thousands of Western Sandpipers, Ruddy Turnstones, and Surfbirds at a
time, and large numbers of Black-bellied Plovers, Black Turnstones, Greater and Lesser
Yellowlegs, Dunlin, Rock Sandpipers (C. p. tschuktschorum), Least, Semipalmated and
Pectoral Sandpipers, and Long- and Short-billed Dowitchers. A popular hunting location,
the Refuge is used during migration by large numbers of waterfowl, including geese,
dabblers, and sea ducks. It also provides winter habitat for hundreds of Mallards and
Vancouver Canada Geese as well as American Wigeon, and several shorebird species.

The following review of bird habitat use for each crossing alternative on the Mendenhall
Wetlands draws primarily on the Armstrong et al. 2004 Bird Hotspots study report; we also
refer to the Cornell Lab of Ornithology online eBird database and other observations where
survey coverage is lacking or incomplete, as well as bird use of similar areas where
observations are sparse.
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It is important to understand the strengths and limitations of the Hotspots study. The
survey method was very good for waterfowl and shorebirds concentrated at the water’s
edge at low tide, but was not designed for complete coverage of passerine and raptor
species using high marsh, or for dispersed use of exposed low marsh, shorelines and
adjacent meadows. Observations were focused on the more accessible and low tide areas
and did not include all of Falls Creek, or cover Hendrickson Creek and Hendrickson Point or
the south side of the refuge to the west. Coverage was incomplete at other points, such as
at Sunny Pt, 5 Mile N Douglas, and parts of Twin Lakes.

For the Hotspots study, sites were visited only during the daytime low tide interval; high
tide and high marsh uses were not as completely documented, including year-round and
seasonally important bathing, resting, and foraging areas. Other methods are needed for
good coverage of other refuge migrants such as Mountain Bluebird, Northern Shrike, and
large flocks of American Pipit, Lapland Longspur, and Savannah Sparrow, as well as raptors
such as Northern Harrier, Short-eared Owl, Kestrel, and Merlin.

eBird data also has limitations due to access and birder activity. The eBird database
stewarded by the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology hosts birder checklists submitted to its
online database and reviewed by regional coordinators. Birder activity is focused on the
river mouth, East and West Mendenhall River flats, Fish Creek, Mendenhall Peninsula, and
the dike trail, but there are limited observations in other Refuge locations as well. In
querying eBird for use in our wetland assessments, we found that with a few exceptions,
where coverage of both sources is good, eBird data generally agree with the older Hotspots
findings, although density of data is of course related to birder activity and access.

“Hotspots” authors Robert Armstrong, Richard Carstensen, and Mary Willson still reside in
Juneau and can provide additional context for and interpretation of the Hotspots report
and data if needed. The 2002 and 2003 Mendenhall wetlands bird surveys were contracted
by USFWS (Michelle Kissling) for comparison with a survey by USFWS in the 1980s (Cain et
al., 1989) and published by the Juneau Audubon Society and Taku Conservation Society.
The data for the 18 surveys at 42 sites are available in GIS form, along with additional
observations from a variety of sources compiled for the study. Survey data can be
referenced to polygons representing surveyed areas covering most of the refuge.
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Figure 9: Trails, Access Points, and Bird Count Areas from “Hotspots” Report
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Salmon Creek

The Salmon Creek alignment starts at the southern edge of the very extensive Salmon
Creek delta, an official ADF&G refuge access point and popular option for near-town duck
hunting and birding. Hotspots survey point sO1 covers the Salmon Creek delta and vicinity,
with its extensive mussel/barnacle/rockweed beds and mudflats and is noted as one of
only four overall “first tier” hotspots on the Mendenhall State Game Refuge. For this
analysis, the “bird count” incorporates 18 full surveys at each of the 42 primary survey sites
from March 2002 to May 2003 (Armstrong, 2004, p 5). Sites with a sum of seasonal means
over 1000 birds were designated as “first tier hotspots.” The Hotspots report highlights the
site as an important resting and feeding area for gulls, ducks, and shorebirds, including
wintering use, with up to 200 Dunlin observed in winter and spring.

Salmon Creek is also a top seasonal hotspot fall through spring for dabbling ducks, with
about 300 Mallards often observed feeding there. In the fall, it is also a hotspot for gulls
due to salmon returns to the nearby DIPAC hatchery; observations include 1000 Short-
billed, 700 Glaucous-winged, 500 Bonaparte’s, and 100 Herring Gulls in August 2003.
Returning salmon also bring in over a dozen Bald Eagles at once. Large numbers of sea
ducks have also been observed staging in Gastineau Channel and feeding on the delta-
edge mussel beds, including 600 Surf and White-winged Scoters off Salmon Creek in May of
2003 (Armstrong, 2004 p 22).

Within the Salmon Creek alignment on the Douglas side, Falls Creek has formed a delta
that is smaller but similar in character to that of Salmon Creek, with a small salt marsh and
extensive mudflat and rockweed/barnacle/mussel habitat regularly used by a variety of
bird species, including Great Blue Heron, Barrow's Golden-eye, Green-winged Teal, and
Mallard. It also has patches of eelgrass along its eastern edge. Shorebirds, gulls, and
waterfowl move between the two deltas at low tide separated by a narrow channel, making
it functionally one larger habitat (SEALT 2024).

Important bird habitat will be affected on both the mainland and Douglas side of the
Salmon Creek alignment. Fill, construction, shading, and disturbance would degrade
habitat on the center of the Falls Creek delta. The current alignment is shown at the
eastern edge of the Salmon Creek delta, which reduces the wetland and intertidal footprint
there, although impact to birds, habitat, and human use at the Salmon Creek delta from
the crossing structure and approach lanes would remain.
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Twin Lakes

The Twin Lakes site was visited periodically in the Hotspots study but some portions did
not receive the full complement of surveys. Armstrong et al. describe Twin
Lakes/Vanderbilt marsh (t02 and t04) as an important feeding and “refuge” area for
Mallards and scaup during duck-hunting season. Up to 100 scaup were observed in the
open waters of Twin Lakes and 150 Mallards in nearby Vanderbilt marsh. Trumpeter Swans
also use both habitats. The marsh area is regularly used by Great Blue Herons and Red-
winged Blackbirds. Less common species such as American Coot, Hooded Mergansers are
also regularly seen in the Twin Lakes. Ring-necked Ducks, Canvasbacks, and Ruddy Duck
are also seen there (Armstrong, 2004). For its richness of unusual species and use by flocks
for resting and foraging, this area is considered a “nearby hotspot” in the Hotspots report
(Armstrong et al., 2004, p 34).

The Douglas Island landfall for the Twin Lakes crossing crosses the western third of the
Neilson Creek delta, Hotspots survey site e02. Much of the upper delta of Neilson Creek
has been filled for use as a heliport, formerly ERA Helicopters, now Northstar Trekking. The
remaining low marsh and the stream channels, rockweed/mussel beds, mudflats, and bars
provide extensive and varied intertidal habitat. The Neilson Creek area is similar in
character to Salmon Creek but somewhat smaller and less enriched by hatchery fish. The
Neilson delta area ranks as one of six “second tier hotspots” and as a top “seasonal
hotspot” in spring and fall for use by large numbers of waterfowl and gulls, including
observations of up to 1000 Surf Scoters, 200 Mallards, and 500 Short-billed Gulls
(Armstrong et al. 2004, pp 5, 25). Smaller groups of other species are also common at
Neilson Creek, including American Wigeon, Bufflehead, Green-winged Teal, and Northern
Shoveler. The Neilson Creek delta could be considered virtually continuous with a similar
delta formation to the north outboard of Twin Lakes; the two are separated at low tide by
only a narrow channel so can therefore be considered a functional habitat unit.

The bird concentration area at the extensive Neilson Creek delta, and the fresh water and
unusual species at Twin Lakes and Vanderbilt marsh, provide important migratory bird
habitat that would be affected by a crossing at this location. The tideflat/delta area along
Egan hosts tideflats with some mussel beds used by shorebirds and waterfowl; a large
portion of tidelands along the highway would be affected by fill or pilings to create an
interchange and the delta hotspot habitat would be reduced, affected by construction, and
degraded by disturbance, lighting, predator perches, etc.
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Vanderbilt

The Vanderbilt alignment crosses a productive and dynamic part of the refuge where
glacially-influenced water from Lemon Creek mixes with fresh water from nearby streams
and saltwater from Gastineau channel. The Twin and Vanderbilt alighnment footprints
overlap at the western part of Twin Lakes and at Vanderbilt (or “Pioneer”) marsh, noted
above for use by dabbling ducks and Red-winged Blackbirds. Both are considered “nearby
hotspots”, where fresh water aquatic vegetation beds and lack of hunting result in a
foraging and resting area for waterfowl, including several less common species such as
American Coot, Hooded Merganser, and Trumpeter Swan (Armstrong et al., 2004, p 34).

The Vanderbilt impact area includes extensive salt marsh on both sides of Egan
Expressway, the freshwater wetlands of Vanderbilt (“Pioneer”) marsh, new and old
channels and distributaries of Vanderbilt Creek, a distributary channel of Lemon Creek, and
a large, tidal “island” on the inner Lemon Creek channel. Isolated, yet in clear view of the
highway, this salt marsh and mudflat provides key resting and foraging habitat, acting
seasonally as a “refuge within the refuge” for large flocks of geese and wintering shorebirds
and shorebirds (SEALT, 2024). One thousand Rock Sandpipers were observed at Vanderbilt
estuary (L04) in May 2003 (Armstrong et al., 2004 p 8). Both sides of the channel see some
use for duck hunting, and there is a refuge access trail where the alignment reaches the
shore of Douglas Island at the 5 Mile Creek delta. On the mainland side, refuge access is
complicated by Egan and is particularly difficult for the tidal “island” (SEALT).

The 5-mile site (e01) did not receive the full series of Hotspot surveys and the area sees
little birding activity, so observations are limited. Nearby homeowners have confirmed,
however, that the 5-mile to Hendrickson Creek tideflats and channels are consistently used
by hundreds of resident and migrant Canada Geese and Mallards for bathing, resting, and
access to foraging on the isolated mid-channel salt marsh island; this use was further
documented during the SEALT wetland assessment and mapping project (M. Stanley, K.
Sorenson, personal communication and SEALT (draft), 2024). Great Blue Heron, flocks of
wintering Killdeer, and migrating Sandhill Crane have also been observed at this little-
disturbed and out-of-the-way corner of the refuge (L. Lamm, eBird).

The Vanderbilt alignment would affect a currently isolated fall haven and wintering area for
Canada Goose and Mallard. Significant salt marsh habitat would be lost, degraded, and
fragmented, including a large and growing Lyngbye sedge area, and the area’s function as
“refuge within the refuge” would be compromised. Mudflat and delta habitats providing
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seasonally important waterfowl and shorebird habitat would also be affected by the
crossing. The 5-mile Creek refuge access trail and delta are within the fill footprint.

Sunny Point East, Sunny Point West

The Level 2 Screening bird habitat rating of the Sunny Point East alignment is “0” - a serious
error. The area surrounding Sunny Point did not receive the full series of Hotspot surveys,
but the Hotspots database, eBird, and other observations confirm consistent use by large
numbers of Canada Geese (100 to 300), Mallards (up to 500), and other species, including
American Wigeon and Trumpeter Swan (Armstrong et al., 2004, eBird (including Hausler,
MacDonald, and others)).

The area has a uniquely rich array of habitats, from large expanses of Lyngbye sedge and
succulent low marsh to high marsh grasses, streams, sloughs, channels, and ponds. Along
with the area south and east of the dike trail, the river mouth, and to a lesser extent
Vanderbilt/Lemon area, Sunny Point regularly hosts a large portion of the refuge’s winter
resident Canada Goose population that nests throughout northern southeast Alaska.

The channels and sloughs provide migratory stopover habitat for shorebirds, diving ducks,
and dabbling ducks. Wet and brackish high marsh along the Sunny Point and Egan-adjacent
shoreline, a rare habitat type on the Refuge, attracts concentrated seasonal use by Canada
Geese, Wilson's Snipe, and other species. Undisturbed forest/meadow shorelines, and
shrubby transitional areas provide additional foraging and cover for nesting and resting.
The marsh just beyond Sunny Point, with its ponds, channels, and islands, is a major
waterfowl concentration area and nexus for movement between resting and foraging areas
during changing tides.

In contrast, the Douglas side of Sunny Point alignments and their Hendrickson Point
landfall were not covered in the Hotspots survey and eBird data there is sparse, but bird
habitat importance can be inferred from the available habitat and from use of similar
nearby areas. The central portion of the alignment near the tidal divide includes tidal
channels, salt marsh and vegetated spoil islands, providing foraging and resting areas for
waterfowl and nesting habitat for a variety of species. On the refuge, salt marsh and
adjacent uplifted meadows such as these are also used by migrating raptors such as Short-
eared Owl, Northern Harrier, Kestrel, and Merlin. Migratory flocks of songbirds such as
Snow Bunting, Savannah Sparrow, Lapland Longspur, and American Pipit stop to re-fuel in
similarly extensive refuge-heart tidelands just to the west.
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At the landfall on Hendrickson Point, the crossing passes through a narrow band of forest
to a long stretch of scrub-shrub and forested wetlands within a large open peatland, parts
of which are in protected status (CBJ natural area and SEALT conservation property). The
alignment footprint crosses the two small streams running through this partly forested
wetland strip. Such wetlands provide habitat for many of the songbirds in the region,
particularly Lincoln's Sparrow, Dark-eyed Junco, Wilson’s and Orange-crowned Warblers,
and Hermit Thrush. Nesting Greater Yellowlegs have been observed in the peatland at
Hendrickson Point, a disturbance-sensitive species and uncommon breeder in large,
ponded peatlands in the Juneau area (Bosworth, 2015).

With well-documented and consistent wintering use by hundreds of Vancouver Canada
Geese and Mallards and seasonal waterfowl and passerine concentrations, the Sunny Point
alignment area is a hotspot of bird activity on the refuge. This alternative would affect a
very long stretch of salt marsh, a particularly productive and important habitat for birds
and other wildlife on the refuge. The Sunny routes would both bisect the refuge, disrupting
movement and foraging for a large portion of a valued and disturbance-sensitive winter
resident waterfowl population. Impacts to rare wet high marsh, isolated island, and
shoreline-adjacent peatland habitat would also be substantial.

Mendenhall Peninsula

The Mendenhall Peninsula crossing alignment runs through r05, the Western Mudflats bird
hotspot at the river mouth tideflats just south of the Mendenhall Peninsula, and continues
through the adjacent areas r06 and r08. These are noted as 3 of the 4 “first tier hotspots” in
the Hotspots study (Armstrong et al., 2004). Designated as “first tier” for their heavy bird
use, these represent a broad and continuous swath of important migratory bird habitat
across the Mendenhall River mouth from Fritz Cove to the channel entrance at Fish Creek.
These survey areas stand out in a data set from 18 low tide surveys across 14 months
among the 42 systematic survey areas arrayed across accessible portions of the
Mendenhall Wetlands State Game Refuge. The totals, defined as a sum of seasonal means
of bird numbers, were over 1000 for each of these potentially affected bird hotspots.

Clearly, the PEL bird habitat impact rating of “zero” for the proposed Mendenhall Peninsula
crossing alternative is grossly in error. Criteria should be corrected and bird habitat impact
ratings should be changed. Somehow, potential impacts to the most concentrated and
extensive seasonal and year-round migratory bird habitat on the refuge were omitted from
the most important piece of the PEL impact quantification and rating matrix, undermining
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the credibility of the entire ratings process. While impacts could be reduced by high bridge
span, impacts to habitat and bird use due to supporting structures and fill will remain.

It is not surprising that the Hotspots authors regard survey site r05, the mouth of
Mendenhall River, as the “top hotspot” and “probably among the most important feeding
habitat for ducks and shorebirds” on the Mendenhall wetlands, citing observations of
thousands of Western Sandpipers and hundreds of Surfbirds, Ruddy Turnstones,
Semipalmated Sandpipers, and Dunlin. The river mouth habitat includes sand, mud,
barnacle/mussel/rockweed beds, algal mat, and a mix of fresh, glacial, and marine waters
(Armstrong, 2004, p 17) The authors also counted large flocks of waterfowl at the river
mouth: 800 Northern Shovelers, 350 Mallards, and 300 American Wigeon. In addition, they
note that the area is known as the best place to find less common and high-conservation-
concern shorebird species, including American and Pacific Golden-Plover, Whimbrel, Red
Knot, Baird’s Sandpiper, and Hudsonian, Bar-tailed, and Marbled Godwits.

The adjacent Fritz Cove hotspot, r06, is also highlighted in the Hotspots report as an
important feeding and staging area for sea ducks and waterbirds, noting seasonal
concentrations of up to 3-4,000 surf and 600 white-winged scoters and observations of
many other species, including sea ducks (Bufflehead, Barrow's and Common Goldeneye,
scaup, Long-tailed Duck), Marbled Murrelet, Horned and Red-necked Grebes, and Red-
breasted Mergansers (Armstrong, 2004, p 18). Birds in this area move up the river at high
tide, so it has a “floating boundary.”

To the west and south, at r08 (western mudflats), the largest seasonal means were during
the winter, with additional heavy use by a wide variety of species in spring and fall. Bald
Eagles (up to 80 observed), gulls, crows, and ravens feed here on burrowing Pacific Sand
Lance. RO8 is also noted as a top hotspot for the summer and fall seasons (Armstrong,
2004, pp 8-9, 19).

To the south, the Mendenhall Peninsula alignment transits near the outer portions of the
Fish Creek estuary (f08) and through the Western Channel (f09), both noted as “second tier”
hotspots of bird activity. The outer Fish Creek estuary hosted a sum of seasonal means just
under 1000 (so virtually “top tier”), including heavy migration and winter use, similar and on
par with the Western Mudflats just to the north. Similar to the Mendenhall River mouth, the
channel and bars west of entrance point (f09) also hosted large numbers during spring and
winter (Armstrong et al., 2004, p 6 & 7).

On the approach to north Douglas, the alignment also passes through the center of survey
area f06, noted as a “top winter season hotspot” with heavy use by dabbling ducks
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(Armstrong et al., 2004, p 6). Large flocks of waterfowl are observed in this area seasonally,
including 500 American Wigeon and over a hundred Mallard recently observed resting and
feeding on the shoreline, tidal flats and shallows near the Ninemile Refuge access trail.
Grebes, loons, and thousands of scoters have been recorded here and further offshore
along Entrance Point and in Fritz Cove. (eBird and R. Carstensen, personal comm., fall 2023)

Miscellaneous Issues

Aviation Safety Resulting from Impacts to Bird Habitat

Canada Geese present the largest bird strike hazard to aircraft of any bird species in the
Juneau area. The habitat for Canada Geese on the Refuge has shifted with development
pressures from the airport expansion and Bicknell construction near Honsinger Pond.
Further reductions or constrictions to habitat for these large birds by construction of a
second bridge at Mendenhall Peninsula, Sunny Point East, Sunny Point West, or Vanderbilt
could present new aviation hazards for the Juneau airport as birds are forced into
concentrations, startled into flight by light/noise/vibration/visual stimuli, and have less
maneuverability to avoid aircraft strikes.

Impervious Surfaces

Unless we missed calculations in the Level 2 impact quantification demonstrating
otherwise, DOWL attributed “impervious surfaces added” to the Juneau terminus, not the
full Douglas terminus, of each alternative. This is most evident when DOWL asserts the
differences between Sunny Point West and Sunny Point East, but only accounts for some
impervious surfaces added to the Juneau terminus.

Both Sunny Point West and Sunny Point East would add a tremendous area of impervious
surface across Hendrickson Point, which is a radial wetland lobe and arguably a 4(f)
resource due to its status as a CBJ Conservation Area, but that end of the fill is not counted
in DOWL's acreage for that criterion (or others). The preliminary information available from
DOWL for the Douglas terminus for Sunny Point West and Sunny Point East indicates 100%
fill once the abutment reaches Hendrickson Point.

Public Support

DOWL included a category and criterion in Level 2 Screening called “Level of public
support”. In the Impact Table, the alternatives are scored using different factors: a
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percentage of support for No Build, and numbers of respondents who supported the Build
alternatives. This criterion may not be appropriate for use in Level 2 Screening, or may
require significant validation in order to be used for the following reasons:

e Comparing unequal values (percentages and tallies) does not lead to a reliable
finding, and needs to be corrected.

e From what DOWL shared at the March 7, 2024 Joint Advisory Committee meeting,
the Level 2 Impact Table refers to comments received during a period of public
input a year earlier when important factors - including the presence of resources
like the Mendenhall Wetlands State Game Refuge in the study area - were not
shared with the public in maps and materials published by DOWL.

e In March 2, 2023 remarks to the CBJ Public Works & Facilities Committee, DOWL
reported that in order to separate support for a second crossing from opposition to
a second crossing, the commenters who selected No Build as well as one or more
Build alternatives were not considered to be “No Build” supporters. However,
commenters who selected more than one Build alternative were counted in both
alternatives’ level of support. If this logic was carried forward into the Level 2
Screening, the criterion is compromised.

e Itis unclear that the “level of public support” is a valid criterion to evaluate a costly/
impactful project, as popularity is not a common filter for transportation projects.

DOWL must either provide a credible measurement of public support that reflects the

current alternatives and the possible impacts, as well as a rationale for considering public
support in screening, or discard this criterion.

Costs and Mitigation

Costs

DOWL has estimated construction and maintenance costs for the alternatives remaining as
of March 2024. Advisory committee members asked the following questions, and SEALT is
interested in gaining a better understanding of DOWL's estimates.

1. Did these estimates consider repairs to the existing bridge?
2. How will maintenance change for existing roads on the mainland and Douglas
Island?
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3. Are improvements that are required by this project for existing roads and
transportation infrastructure included in these estimates?

4. Did the estimates consider additional lanes for a new bridge as part of this?

5. How will a second bridge’s construction and maintenance impact the maintenance
of the existing bridge over the long term?

Regardless of the construction and maintenance costs, it is doubtful that the estimates
include the environmental damages and mitigation that would be required for each
alternative, particularly those that would impact 4(f)/6(f) resources and/or mitigation sites.
At minimum, the impacts that we have noted above for the Sunny Point West alternative
are certainly not included in DOWL's estimates, as they did not indicate an understanding
of those impacts in either the Level 1 or Level 2 scoring.

Impacting the SEALT conservation lands that are managed as mitigation sites for the
Juneau airport would require re-permitting for the airport’s expansion for which they were
originally preserved in 2009, and then permitting and mitigation for the crossing at that
location. This is not simply “double” mitigation in terms of difficulty, timing, or expense.

Impacts to existing mitigation sites would require an additional 6-18 months of negotiation
and Interagency Review Team consultations to ensure that the re-permitting of active
permits, new permitting for this second bridge, and the new mitigation selected to fulfill all
of the permits meet the standards of the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers, the Southeast
Alaska Land Trust, and agencies with jurisdiction and authority in the permitting process.

Mitigation

The question of mitigation has loomed large for SEALT during this process. SEALT operates
the longest-standing compensatory mitigation program in the state of Alaska, having
provided offsets to unavoidable impacts to aquatic resources to permittees like ADOT&PF
and CB]J since 1998. Several of the properties that would be impacted by the proposed
alternatives are SEALT mitigation sites.

As noted in the introduction, SEALT asked DOWL repeatedly for information on how DOWL
would approach mitigation for a project that would likely require the most significant
wetland mitigation of any project ever completed in the Juneau area, including planning,
budgeting, IRT coordination, and permitting. No information has been provided, but based
on the conversations where these questions were raised, it is unlikely that DOWL has
adequately estimated the costs and requirements for mitigation.
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SEALT's impression that DOWL has not analyzed costs or mitigation thoroughly is
reinforced by the fact that, at the March 7, 2024 Joint Advisory Committee meeting, DOWL
called the part of their cost estimates that includes mitigation the “fudge factor”. Using cost
as a criterion that is reportedly inclusive of mitigation (rather than assigning a separate
criterion) in screening without providing information about how estimates are reached - to
the advisory committees or the public - does not reflect a sound process.

While there are four total mitigation sponsors in Southeast Alaska now, SEALT remains the
only provider of compensatory mitigation that can specifically offset impacts to tidal
wetlands in this service area. A second bridge at any of the locations covered by the
alternatives within this PEL Study would require offsets for impacts to tidal wetlands.
Because of this, SEALT would be the mitigation sponsor to fulfill the special conditions of a
Department of the Army USACE permit to impact tidal wetlands within the study area.

However, there are three important considerations relating to cost and mitigation that
SEALT urges the PEL Study team to include in the final PEL Study report:

1. Appropriate in-kind offsets for tidal wetland impacts are limited in Southeast Alaska,
and almost nonexistent in the Juneau area at the scale that would be required by a
second crossing project through the Mendenhall Wetlands.

2. Adequately mitigating environmental impacts for all six of the proposed Build
alternatives will be extremely costly.

3. Mitigation for rare and highly valuable wetlands will add delays in review and
permitting to a second crossing project.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Having reviewed the five survey reports/memos produced by the PEL Study in winter 2023-
2024, and the preliminary scoring results for Level 2 Screening, the Southeast Alaska Land
Trust makes the following conclusions and recommendations.

Outstanding Concerns

e The JDNC PEL Study has failed to adequately consult with technical experts from
resource agencies on key work products prior to integrating those work products in
the screening and analysis for the study.
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e “Avoid, minimize, and mitigate negative impacts to the environment” should be a
core goal of the PEL Study rather than an “additional goal”.

e The JDNC PEL Study has produced sub-standard surveys and reports on regulated
subject matter - including impacts to wetlands, impacts to fish habitat, impacts to
eelgrass, and impacts to protected species such as eagles and salmon - without
vetting the survey protocols or explaining how these reports would be “rolled into” a
future NEPA process.

e The JDNC PEL Study has not adequately addressed the potential mitigation needs
for any of the alternatives, either the ones affecting SEALT mitigation sites (requiring
re-permitting of the existing permit for the Juneau International Airport and others)
or the alternatives simply affecting new special aquatic sites. SEALT remains
available to consult with the PEL Study team or ADOT&PF on mitigation options.

Additional Criteria

Based on comments provided to the JDNC PEL Study by the TAC and SAC during Level 1
Screening, and review of the preliminary Level 2 Screening, the following criteria and
descriptions should be appended to the scoring tables and included in the final analysis.

“Low Marsh” Wetlands Impacted (Natural) - impacts to high value salt marsh
“High Marsh” Wetlands Impacted (Natural) - impacts to high value salt marsh
Fishing (Social) - impacts to sport fishing according to ADF&G

Hunting (Social) - impacts to waterfowl hunting according to ADF&G

Recreation (Social) - impacts to recreational activities by residents and visitors
including hiking, dog walking, bird watching, wildlife viewing, and other recreation
6. Cultural Uses (Social) - impacts to cultural activities and uses of the natural
resources within the study area, such as the harvesting of traditional foods,

AN

medicinal plants, spruce roots, and other traditional and customary harvests

7. Aviation Approaches (Safety) - impacts to aircraft approaches according to FAA

8. Aviation Facilities (Safety) - impacts to current and future uses of the Juneau
airport to operate, modify, and expand airport facilities according to FAA

9. Navigability of Gastineau Channel (Safety) - impacts to navigability for each
alternative according to USCG

10. Mitigation Site Replacement (ROW) - impacts to mitigation sites that would
require special condemnation, permitting, and replacement procedures

11.Protected Lands Replacement (ROW) - impacts to protected lands (State of Alaska,
CBJ, SEALT, and any others) that would require special condemnation, permitting,
and replacement or mitigation procedures
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Additionally, the PEL Study’s final report should include some preliminary information and
suggestions about additional planning and construction projects that would rationally
follow a Juneau-Douglas North Crossing as logical termini.

Planning tasks and projects may include a North Douglas Master Plan, as well as pedestrian
and multi-modal transportation planning for North Douglas Highway and Egan Drive.

Logical termini are likely to include a Douglas Bench Road, North Douglas Highway
improvements, and utility/water/sewer buildout for a North Douglas Highway extension.
The costs, resources, and timing of those logical termini should not be swept aside as the
PEL Study considers the elimination of more alternatives.

Ranking of Alternatives

The alternatives remaining in the JDNC PEL Study Level 2 Screening are ranked here
according to SEALT's review of the PEL Study materials, SEALT Habitat Mapping Project
materials, and other trusted analysis published on the resources in and around the study
area. As none of the Build alternatives have been well justified by the PEL Study so far, an
EIS may consider additional alternatives that were missed or eliminated by the PEL Study.

1. No Build

a. All Build alternatives considered by this PEL Study would have serious
impacts on the unique, rare, and irreplaceable ecological services,
hydrology, surface water storage, and other wetland and habitat
functions of the Mendenhall wetlands complex.

b. Impacts to a site that is objectively important due to its status as a State
Game Refuge and a Globally Important Bird Area should be considered with
a high degree of scrutiny that includes, quantifies, and compares the far-
reaching material impacts to those resources from bridge construction in a
cost-benefit analysis.

c. An EIS conducted to an appropriate regulatory standard will evaluate
whether the PEL Study adequately provided a “need” for a second crossing
within its Purpose and Need Statement.

d. The Purpose and Need for this PEL Study did not consider other types of
transportation alternatives, including a ferry, that would avoid impacts to
4(f)/6(f) resources and other protected lands, substantially reduce costs,
minimize regulatory review and permitting, and dramatically reduce
engineering and design work for a second crossing project.
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2. Salmon Creek

a.

d.
e.

f.

Minimizes 4(f)/6(f) impacts to the Mendenhall Wetlands State Game Refuge,
CBJ Conservation Areas, and other 4(f)/6(f) resources such as trails and public
access points

Minimal functional impacts to SEALT mitigation sites

Fewer regulatory and permitting requirements for impacts to protected
resources

Would only eliminate waterfowl hunting on the Refuge at Salmon Creek
Lower mitigation costs

Shortest intertidal crossing and use of existing interchange reduce impacts

3. Twin Lakes

a. Among the five remaining “on-Refuge” alternatives, Twin Lakes is the least
damaging to habitat and human uses, though impacts are significant

b. Minimal to moderate functional impacts to SEALT mitigation sites, but severe
functional impacts to 4(f)/6(f) resources

c. Would shut down important waterfowl hunting areas on the Refuge

d. Substantial impacts to salt marsh and mussel/rockweed beds at Neilson
Creek (Douglas Island terminus), and extensive tidelands and shallows used
by waterfowl and shorebirds at both termini

e. Moderate to high mitigation costs

4. Vanderbilt

a. More damaging to salt marsh, habitat connectivity, and Refuge integrity

b. Substantial impacts to 4(f)/6(f) resources, including a key waterfowl and
shorebird resting and feeding area

c. Moderate functional impacts to SEALT mitigation sites

d. Would shut down important waterfowl hunting areas on the Refuge

5. Mendenhall Peninsula

a. Substantially damaging to habitat and function across all species of fish and
wildlife that use the wetlands complex

b. Moderate functional impacts to SEALT mitigation sites depending on the
design and avoidance/minimization of impacts

c. Due to the extreme relative costs and impacts to the environment, 4(f)

resources, and SEALT mitigation sites, the Mendenhall Peninsula is fatally
flawed and should be removed from consideration.

6. Sunny Point West

a.

Jointly with Sunny Point East, the Sunny Point West crossing is the most
damaging crossing location to 4(f)/6(f) resources & SEALT mitigation sites.
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Costs to replace SEALT mitigation sites/functions with appropriately matched
in-kind resources would make this alternative unfeasible and imprudent.
Sunny Point West would bisect the hunting areas into unmanageable units,
eliminating waterfowl hunting in the Refuge.

The aviation safety concerns flagged by the Juneau Airport Board and staff
have not been addressed in writing by the PEL Study.

Due to the higher relative costs, impacts to the environment and 4(f)
resources, and direct fill of SEALT mitigation sites, the Sunny Point West
alternative is fatally flawed and should be removed from consideration.

7. Sunny Point East

a.

Jointly with Sunny Point West, the Sunny Point East crossing is the most
damaging crossing location to 4(f)/6(f) resources & SEALT mitigation sites.
Costs to replace SEALT mitigation sites/functions with appropriately matched
in-kind resources would make this alternative unfeasible and imprudent.
Sunny Point East would bisect the hunting areas into unmanageable units,
eliminating waterfowl hunting in the Refuge.

The aviation safety concerns flagged by the Juneau Airport Board and staff
have not been addressed in writing by the PEL Study.

Due to the higher relative costs, impacts to the environment and 4(f)
resources, and direct fill of SEALT mitigation sites, the Sunny Point East
alternative is fatally flawed and should be removed from consideration.

Recommendations to PEL Study Team and Future Second

Crossing Project Reviewers

In order to reflect the best available information, more granularity should be
required in the scoring tables. SEALT could support a range of -5 to +5, or the use of
fractional scoring such as -0.5, -1, -1.5, etc.

Add criteria for Low Marsh Wetlands Impacted, High Marsh Wetlands Impacted,
Fishing, Hunting, Recreation, Cultural Uses, Aviation Approaches, Aviation Facilities,
Navigability, Mitigation Site Replacement, and Protected Lands Replacement.
Weight the criteria according to their importance and regulatory protections.

The demonstrably flawed work products from this JDNC PEL Study, including the five
reports on wetlands, eelgrass, intertidal habitat, bird and wildlife habitat, and bridge
volume forecasts, and the scoring based on those reports, should not be included
by reference or accepted de facto in the EIS or any portion of the NEPA process.

SEALT Comments - IDNC PEL Study Level 2 Screening 57



e This PEL process has failed from the start to identify key resources and constraints,
share them with the public and project partners, or use them in selecting and
evaluating alternatives. For this reason, there may be additional alternatives
considered by an EIS that were not considered within the JDNC PEL Study, or that
were eliminated early for reasons that were not supported by technical reviewers.
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