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K.1 INTRODUCTION 

The National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) released the Draft Environmental 

Impact Statement for the Sounding Rockets Program at Poker Flat Research Range (Draft 

PFRR EIS) in September 2012 (77 FR 59611) for review and comment by Federal, state, and 

local agencies; tribal governments; organizations; and the public.  NASA distributed copies to 

those agencies, organizations, and individuals who were known or expected to have an interest in 

the EIS, as well as to those who specifically requested a copy.  Copies were also made available 

on the project website and in public libraries. 

The formal public comment period was 60 days (longer than the 45-day minimum required by 

the National Environmental Policy Act [NEPA]), from September 28, 2012, through 

November 28, 2012.  Public meetings were held in Anchorage and Fairbanks, Alaska, on 

October 24 and 25, 2012, respectively, to encourage public comments on the Draft PFRR EIS 

and to provide members of the public with information about the NEPA process and the 

proposed action.  In addition to comments received during the public meeting process, the public 

was invited to submit comments on the Draft PFRR EIS to NASA via (1) the PFRR EIS website 

(http://sites.wff.nasa.gov/code250/pfrr_eis.html), (2) a toll-free telephone number, (3) e-mail 

(Joshua.A.Bundick@nasa.gov), and (4) the U.S. mail.   

NASA received six comment documents, containing approximately 40 comments on the Draft 

PFRR EIS.  The comment documents included five submitted in writing and one provided orally 

at the public meeting in Fairbanks, Alaska.  NASA considered all comments to determine 

whether corrections, clarifications, or other revisions were required before publishing the Final 

PFRR EIS.  All comments were considered equally, whether written, spoken, mailed, or 

submitted electronically.  The comments received and NASA’s responses to these comments are 

presented in Section K.2.  The transcripts of the public meetings held in Anchorage and 

Fairbanks, Alaska, are presented in Section K.3. 

  

This appendix provides the comments that were received during the public review of the National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration’s (NASA’s) Draft Environmental Impact Statement for the 
Sounding Rockets Program at Poker Flat Research Range (PFRR EIS) and NASA’s responses to those 
comments.  Additional information about the process used to obtain public input on the Draft PFRR 
EIS can be found in Chapter 1 of the Final PFRR EIS. 
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K.2 COMMENT DOCUMENTS RECEIVED AND NASA’S RESPONSES 

Table K–1 lists the comment documents received. 

Table K–1.  Comments Received on the Draft PFRR EIS 

Comment 
Document Agency or Organization Commenter 

001 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Christine B. Reichgott 

002 U.S. Department of the Interior Pamela Bergmann 

003 U.S. Air Force Ed Lasselle 

004 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Richard Voss and Steve Berendzen 

005 Northern Alaska Environmental Centera Pamela Miller 

006 Wilderness Societyb Wendy Loya 

a. Comments taken from transcript of the public meeting in Fairbanks, Alaska, on October 25, 2012. 

b. Comments submitted on behalf of eight other conservation organizations and two individuals. 
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K.2.1 Comment Document No. 001 

United States Environmental Protection Agency, Region 10 

Christine B. Reichgott 
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K.2.1.1 NASA’s Response to Comment Document No. 001 

Comment 

Number Response 

1 NASA appreciates EPA’s review of the EIS and notes EPA’s rating of “LO.” 

2 NASA has identified a Preferred Alternative in the Final EIS.  The Preferred 

Alternative is discussed in detail in Chapter 2, Section 2.4. 

3 NASA notes EPA’s comments regarding the impact assessments discussed in the 

EIS. 

4 NASA agrees with EPA’s comment regarding continued public outreach.  A major 

component of the Launch Vehicle and Payload Recovery Plan (Appendix E of the 

EIS) is continued public outreach and coordination with landowners and 

stakeholders. 
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K.2.2 Comment Document No. 002 

United States Department of the Interior 

Pamela Bergmann 
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K.2.2.1 NASA’s Response to Comment Document No. 002 

Comment 

Number Response 

1 NASA notes the U.S. Department of the Interior’s comment regarding bearded 

seals. Chapter 3 of the Final EIS has been revised to incorporate this information. 

2 Chapter 3 of the Final EIS has been revised to incorporate this information. 

3 NASA notes the U.S. Department of the Interior’s comment regarding wildlife 

populations within the launch corridor. Wildlife species within the launch corridor 

are discussed in Chapter 3, Section 3.7.2.  However, due to the low probability of 

impacting wildlife species within the launch corridor, population estimates for all 

species were not added to the Final EIS. 
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K.2.3 Comment Document No. 003 

United States Air Force 

Ed Lasselle 
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K.2.3.1 NASA’s Response to Comment Document No. 003 

Comment 

Number Response 

1 NASA appreciates the U.S. Air Force’s review of the EIS and notes the Air Force’s 

statement of “no comment” for the EIS.  

Regarding the military airspace, generally rockets fly above the Military Operations 

Areas (MOAs) and Air Traffic Control Assigned Airspace (ATCAAs); however, at 

times they do pass through them on either the up leg or down leg of a flight.  To 

ensure that all activities within the airspace are de-conflicted, PFRR coordinates 

directly with FAA prior to launch. 

2 As a standard practice, PFRR notifies Eielson Range Control, Fort Wainwright, and 

Elmendorf Air Force Base (AFB) prior to the launch window opening.  NASA will 

work with PFRR to ensure that this practice continues. 

3 Generally, rockets flown from PFRR would be far above 60,000 feet at 40 nautical 

miles downrange in any direction (with the exception of items re-entering). 

Regarding the airspace, it is protected in a number of ways. PFRR employs a 

combination of Temporary Flight Restrictions (TFRs) and Altitude Reservations 

(ALTRVs), all of which are issued as Notices to Airmen (NOTAMs) by Central 

Altitude Reservation Function (CARF).  Additionally, range staff members are in 

direct contact with FAA during launch countdown and coordinate real-time to 

ensure there are no conflicts with airspace usage. 
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K.2.4 Comment Document No. 004 

United States Fish and Wildlife Service 

Richard Voss and Steve Berendzen 
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K.2.4.1 NASA’s Response to Comment Document No. 004 

Comment 

Number Response 

1 NASA notes USFWS’s comment regarding the need for clarification between 

alternatives evaluated in the EIS.  Chapter 2, Section 2.3, has been revised to add 

clarification regarding the alternatives evaluated in the PFRR EIS. 

2 In response to the USFWS comment, NASA prepared additional detailed analysis of 

the possible effects of using heavy mechanized equipment for recovery of flight 

hardware in downrange lands (see Appendix I).  In consideration of the logistical, 

fiscal, and potential environmental costs of conducting such a recovery, NASA has 

dismissed the regular use of heavy mechanized equipment in its Recovery Program.  

As such, a summary of this option has been added as an alternative considered but 

dismissed from further study in Chapter 2, Section 2.5.7.3, of the PFRR EIS. 

3 Comment noted.  The Launch Vehicle and Payload Recovery Plan (Appendix E) 

and Chapter 2 of the EIS have been revised per this suggestion. 

4 Comment noted.  Chapter 2 has been revised per this suggestion. 

5 Comment noted.  NASA has identified a Preferred Alternative in the Final EIS.  The 

Preferred Alternative is discussed in detail in Chapter 2, Section 2.4. 
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K.2.5 Comment Document No. 005 

Northern Alaska Environmental Center 

Pamela Miller 
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K.2.5.1 NASA’s Response to Comment Document No. 005 

Comment 

Number Response 

1 NASA notes the commenter’s interest in weather and climate-related research.  The 

summary of research enabled by PFRR has been expanded to include more 

discussion of its applicability to weather and climate-related sciences.  Additionally, 

Appendix J has been added to provide the reader with a more detailed list of recent 

publications stemming from PFRR-enabled research. 

2 Chapter 1, Section 1.1.5, of the EIS discusses the science that is conducted by the 

NASA Sounding Rockets Program at PFRR.  As discussed in Chapter 2, 

Section 2.3.1, NASA forecasts that an average of about four launches per year 

would be conducted at PFRR, but could range up to eight launches per year. This is 

NASA’s best estimate based upon recent and reasonably foreseeable future launch 

rates and program funding profiles. 

However, as noted by the commenter, given the possibility for future changes in 

launch frequency, types of launch vehicles, or the environmental conditions within 

the PFRR flight corridor, NASA undertakes an annual review of all PFRR sounding 

rocket launches. Should future changes to the program or environmental context 

have the potential to notably change environmental impacts presented in the EIS, 

NASA would prepare additional NEPA analysis, as appropriate. 

3 Chapter 4 provides detailed discussion of the potential impacts from the alternatives 

evaluated in the EIS.  As a matter of practice, PFRR posts public notices of its 

upcoming launches such that potential impacts on local residents are minimized. 

4 Potential impacts of noise associated with the alternatives evaluated in the EIS are 

discussed in Chapter 4, Section 4.5.  As a matter of practice, PFRR posts public 

notices of its upcoming launches such that potential impacts on local residents are 

minimized. 

5 USFWS and BLM are cooperating agencies in the development of the EIS, and both 

have provided key information regarding the existing and potential future land uses 

within the launch corridor. Potential impacts on and compatibility with existing land 

use designations within the lands within the launch corridor are discussed in 

Chapter 4, Section 4.8.  Potential future changes in land uses (e.g., future 

recommended Wilderness, establishment of BLM Areas of Critical Environmental 

Concern [ACECs]) are discussed in Section 4.15, “Cumulative Effects.” 

6 Chapter 3, Figure 3–4, has been revised to include the general migratory routes of 

the Porcupine Caribou Herd.  

7 Chapter 2, Table 2–12, “Summary of Potential Impacts by Alternative,” provides a 

comparison of the potential impacts per alternative evaluated in the EIS. NASA has 

identified its Preferred Alternative in Section 2.4 of the Final EIS. 

8 NASA evaluated a range of potential alternatives that would avoid impacts on the 

subject public lands; however, they were dismissed from further consideration due 

to their inability to meet NASA’s purpose and need for conducting operations at 

PFRR. Chapter 2, Section 2.5, of the EIS discusses these alternatives. Additionally, 

NASA has updated Chapter 2, Section 2.6, and Chapter 4 to include further 

clarification and impacts analysis of scenarios if BLM and/or USFWS decided not 

issue an authorization.  
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Comment 

Number Response 

9 NASA analyzed the potential impacts on wildlife, recreation, and subsistence use 

resources from the alternatives evaluated in the EIS.  The potential impacts on 

wildlife are discussed in Chapter 4, Section 4.7.4; the potential impacts on 

recreation are discussed in Chapter 4, Section 4.8; and the potential impacts on 

subsistence use resources are discussed in Chapter 4, Section 4.10. 

Regarding the suggestion of “piggy-backing” recovery efforts onto other operations 

within the launch corridor, NASA is very interested in leveraging all available 

resources, including land management agency activities or existing commercial 

flights, to remove flight hardware from downrange lands, and would direct PFRR to 

pursue them as appropriate.  A recent example of leveraging such resources is when 

BLM “smoke jumpers” were employed to remove several items in 2011. 

10 Cumulative effects are discussed in Chapter 4, Section 4.15, of the EIS. 

11 A key component of ensuring the effectiveness of the Recovery Program is to 

establish and maintain active public outreach efforts.  Appendix E, Section 4.0, 

outlines the outreach and recordkeeping component of the Recovery Program. This 

includes posting notices in local media (e.g., newspaper) to inform the public of the 

upcoming launch; providing downrange landowners a mission “fact sheet” that 

includes a brief summary of the mission’s objectives, the launch vehicle and 

recovery aides to be used, a map and location of the planned impact points, and 

span of the launch window; and distributing handouts to all local commercial 

aircraft companies, the local chapter of the private pilots association, and local 

guides to remind aviators and guides of the Rewards Program and the process to 

follow should either a staff member or client encounter a suspected piece of flight 

hardware.  This same handout would also be distributed to all Alaska Native Village 

Councils within and adjacent to the PFRR flight corridor. 

Regarding outreach to Village schools, NASA and PFRR staff gave presentations to 

several schools in parallel with preparing the EIS.  All were well received, and as 

such, NASA would encourage PFRR to continue this type of outreach as 

practicable. 

12 Safety is NASA’s top priority in conducting its operations at PFRR. As a matter of 

practice, each year PFRR coordinates with all Villages in the downrange lands to 

ensure that its population estimates are up to date and to confirm the areas of 

highest seasonal usage. The information is then utilized in developing safety plans 

for each mission. 

13 Chapter 4, Section 4.12, discusses the potential impacts of waste management from 

the alternatives discussed in the EIS. As discussed in Section 4.12 and the Launch 

Vehicle and Payload Recovery Plan (Appendix E of the EIS), when rocket hardware 

is recovered from the launch corridor, it is returned to the launch site and disposed 

of in accordance with all Federal, state, and local regulations.  Under no 

circumstances would a PFRR-commissioned recovery operation intentionally 

dispose of its waste in a Village landfill. 

14 Comment noted.  NASA recognizes the importance of the downrange lands, and as 

such has incorporated flight hardware recovery and/or avoidance of the most 

sensitive lands (i.e., designated Wilderness, designated Wild Rivers) as integral 

components of each alternative considered in detail in the EIS. 
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K.2.6 Comment Document No. 006 

The Wilderness Society 

Wendy Loya 
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K.2.6.1 NASA’s Response to Comment Document No. 006 

Comment 

Number Response 

1 NASA recognizes the importance of the downrange lands, and as such has 

incorporated flight hardware recovery and/or avoidance of the most sensitive lands 

(i.e., designated Wilderness, designated Wild Rivers) as integral components of 

each alternative considered in detail in the EIS. 

However, per input from USFWS, affording elevated protections to non-designated 

Wilderness or Wild Rivers would be inconsistent with USFWS’s guiding policies.  

From Service Manual 610 FW 5.18: 

“The review provisions of ANILCA [Alaska National Interest Lands 

Conservation Act] (see section 1317(c)) do not affect the normal 

administration and management of the affected areas of the refuge until 

Congress takes action. We will manage WSAs [Wilderness Study Areas], 

recommended wilderness, and proposed wilderness according to the 

management direction in the CCP [comprehensive conservation plan] for 

these areas.  In Alaska, MRAs [minimum requirement analyses] are not 

required for proposed refuge management activities and commercial 

services in WSAs, recommended wilderness, and proposed wilderness.” 

Therefore, in consideration of the referenced policy, NASA did not consider in 

detail an alternative affording “no impact” protections to the lands referred to as 

“identified wilderness” by the commenter. 

However, Chapter 4, Section 4.8, of the EIS discusses in detail the potential impacts 

of the alternatives on both land use and recreational users of downrange lands 

seeking a wilderness experience.  

2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Compatibility 

Per input from USFWS, when a use by the public is proposed on a National 

Wildlife Refuge, the refuge will first determine if the use is compatible.  “A 

compatible use is a proposed or existing wildlife-dependent recreation use or any 

other use of a national wildlife refuge that, based on sound professional judgment, 

would not materially interfere with nor detract from the fulfillment of the Refuge 

System mission or the purposes for which a national wildlife was established.  A 

refuge compatibility determination, with associated protective stipulations to ensure 

compatibility, is then prepared by the Service [USFWS] and subject to public 

review and comment.  If found compatible, the Refuge may then issue a Special Use 

Permit to authorize the use pursuant to the National Wildlife Refuge Administration 

Act (16 U.S.C. 668 dd-ee), as amended, and the Refuge Recreation Act 

(16 U.S.C. 460K-460K-4).”  The permit will stipulate the conditions that are 

necessary to ensure compatibility of the use.  Compatibility determinations are re-

evaluated at least every 10 years, except for wildlife-dependent public uses which 

are re-evaluated every 15 years.  In the case of an existing activity or use already 

under permit, as is the situation with PFRR, the Refuge Manager will work with the 

permit holder to modify the activity or use to make it compatible or will terminate 

the permit. 

Note that previous compatibility determinations conducted in 1994 and 2005 by the 

Arctic and Yukon Flats NWRs have authorized PFRR to operate on Federal lands 

classified as minimally managed.  Minimally managed lands are managed to 

maintain natural environmental conditions with very little evidence of human-



Final Environmental Impact Statement for the Sounding Rockets Program at Poker Flat Research Range 

K–42 JULY 2013 

Comment 

Number Response 

2 
(cont’d.) 

caused change and to minimize disturbance to habitats and resources.  Ground-

disturbing activities are to be avoided wherever possible. USFWS has served as a  

cooperating agency in preparing the EIS to ensure that proposed actions by PFRR 

are compatible with refuge purposes for both the Arctic and Yukon Flats NWRs. 

Types of Science Conducted 

Chapter 1, Section 1.1.5, of the EIS has been expanded to provide more information 

regarding the direct and indirect relationships between the research enabled by 

PFRR and weather and climate sciences, upon which Arctic and Yukon Flats NWRs 

depend for their management.  Additionally, Appendix J has been added to provide 

the reader with a summary of recent publications resulting from PFRR-enabled 

research, many of which are from peer-reviewed scholarly journals. 

3 Per Answer 3 in the Forty Most Asked Questions Concerning CEQ’s NEPA 

Regulations (76 FR 18026), there are two distinct interpretations of “no action” that 

must be considered in a NEPA document, depending on the nature of the proposal 

being evaluated.  The first situation might involve an action where ongoing 

programs will continue, even as new plans are developed. In these cases, “no 

action” is “no change” from current direction.  Therefore, the “no action” alternative 

may be thought of in terms of continuing with the present course of action until that 

action is changed. The second interpretation of “no action” would involve Federal 

decisions on proposals for projects. “No action” in such cases would mean the 

proposed activity would not take place. 

In the case of the PFRR EIS, NASA’s funding the operation of PFRR is an action 

that has occurred on a regular (i.e., annual or semi-annual) basis since the late 

1960s.  Accordingly, NASA has adopted the “status quo” interpretation of “no 

action” in defining its No Action Alternative; this would mean that PFRR would 

continue to operate as it has in the recent past. 

However, for NASA to conduct its operations at PFRR, it requires independent 

authorizations from both BLM and USFWS. Therefore, to better inform both the 

BLM and USFWS decisionmaking processes, NASA has now included “no 

authorization” scenarios as integral components of each alternative evaluated in 

detail in the EIS, including the “status quo” No Action Alternative. 

4 From NASA’s perspective, discontinuing the Sounding Rockets Program at PFRR 

is neither a “reasonable alternative” under NEPA (as it does not meet purpose and 

need, discussed in Chapter 1) nor is it consistent with the “status quo” definition of 

the No Action Alternative discussed above under Comment 3. 

However, to better inform the BLM and USFWS decisionmaking process, non-

issuance of each landowner’s respective authorization is now included as an integral 

component of each alternative. In the case of non-issuance of the USFWS 

authorization, NASA would be precluded from launching all of its multi-stage 

rockets.  Given that only the single-stage Orion could be launched from PFRR, it is 

expected that NASA would discontinue funding PFRR altogether; therefore, the 

consequences of this scenario are now included in the Final EIS. 
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Comment 

Number Response 

5 Chapter 1, Section 1.1.5, of the EIS has been expanded to provide more information 

regarding the direct and indirect relationships between the research enabled by 

PFRR and weather and climate sciences, upon which Arctic and Yukon Flats NWRs 

depend for their management.  Additionally, Appendix J has been added to provide 

the reader with a summary of recent publications resulting from PFRR-enabled 

research, many of which are from peer-reviewed scholarly journals. 

6 As stated in Chapter 2, Section 2.5.5, due to concerns raised during scoping 

regarding potential impacts on high-value lands, particularly Wilderness Areas and 

Wild and Scenic Rivers, NASA evaluated the possibility of adopting numerical risk 

criteria for reducing the probability of impacting those individual features.  Two 

numerical criteria were evaluated.  The first criterion, 1 chance in 1,000  

(or 1 × 10
-3

), was evaluated as it is established in NASA Procedural 

Requirement 8715.5, Range Safety Program, and the second criterion, a 1 in 

100 chance (1 × 10
-2

) was evaluated, as it is the criterion established by PFRR as the 

maximum allowable probability of impacting outside of the range boundaries. 

A key consideration in determining the reasonableness of this alternative is whether 

NASA could still conduct its missions within the confines of the newly adopted 

criteria.  Adoption of 1 in 1,000 criteria would essentially result in the 

discontinuation of sounding rocket flights from PFRR due its elimination of nearly 

all Black Brant-class vehicles and more than half of the Terrier-Orions.  For the 1 in 

100 criterion, although impacts would be less in comparison, they would still be 

severe in that most flights of the Black Brant XII, one-half of the Black Brant IX 

flights, and one-third of the Terrier-Orion flights would be restricted.  In summary, 

the three vehicles that are expected to be the most commonly specified to meet 

future scientific objectives at PFRR (Black Brant XII, Black Brant IX, and Terrier-

Orion) would be those most affected by the adoption of numerical risk criteria for 

specially designated environmental features; therefore, this alternative was 

eliminated from detailed study in the EIS. 

7 Additional text describing USFWS’s and BLM’s purposes in managing downrange 

lands within the PFRR launch corridor has been added to Chapter 1, Sections 1.2 

and 1.3, of the EIS. 

8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As stated in Chapter 4, Section 4.12.1 (“Methodology”), NASA understands that the 

actual quantity of material recovered is dependent on whether the items can be 

located and recovered. Therefore, the estimated weight of material recovered from 

future launches is presented as a range reflecting both a 50 percent location success 

rate (consistent with recent experience from launches) up to a 100 percent location 

success rate, which would be NASA’s ultimate goal. 

The long-term location and recovery rate for historic items (from past launches) 

cannot be accurately estimated given the number of variables that would dictate 

whether something would be found and ultimately removed. One potential outcome 

is that, as the commenter notes, all of the obvious items have been located and 

therefore additional recoveries would be less likely. However, another possible 

outcome is that over time, more users of downrange lands would become aware of 

the Recovery/Rewards Program, effectively causing recovery rates to meet or 

exceed those in recent years. Therefore, for the purposes of analysis in the 

PFRR EIS, NASA assumed a steady recovery rate of historic items based upon 

recent experience. 
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Comment 

Number Response 

8 
(cont’d.) 

Per the commenter’s request, the intent of Chapter 4, Table 4–30, has been clarified 

in the EIS. “Newly launched” refers to those sounding rockets that would be 

launched from PFRR in the future at an average rate of four per year and an 

associated recovery rate ranging from 50–100 percent. 

9 NASA notes the commenter’s opinion regarding the potential impacts on land use 

and recreation.  Based upon the definition of impacts in the EIS, the primary driver 

as to whether an impact would be significant under NEPA is whether the activity 

would be non-compliant with existing land uses (e.g., not in compliance with a 

landowner-issued authorization or operating without an authorization) or if the 

activity would restrict a recreational use from occurring. Neither of these cases is 

met with the exception of the No Action Alternative. 

As stated in Chapter 4, Section 4.8, the discovery of a piece of flight hardware has 

the potential to negatively affect the recreation experience of a user, particularly 

those persons intending to have a wilderness experience. However, NASA has also 

been informed that others have found it to be a positive experience to discover a 

spent stage or payload. It is expected that those persons engaged in hiking and 

rafting would be the most sensitive to finding flight hardware, with hunters, 

trappers, and snow machiners the most tolerant. The impact would be on a person-

by-person basis and would be influenced by the perception of the individual. In 

summary, anticipated impacts on recreational activities would be adverse, localized, 

negligible in intensity, and short-term in duration. 

10 NASA notes the commenter’s statement. However, as discussed above in the 

response to Comment 1, providing additional Wilderness- or Wild River-like 

protections to non-designated lands would be inconsistent with USFWS land 

management policy. 
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K.3 DRAFT EIS PUBLIC MEETING TRANSCRIPTS 

K.3.1 Anchorage, Alaska, October 24, 2012 
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K.3.2 Fairbanks, Alaska, October 25, 2012 
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