
Addressed to:                   April 5, 2012
Linda S. Peters
URS Group, Inc.
One Montgomery Street, Suite 900
San Francisco, California 94104
Submitted electronically to: Linda.peters@urs.com

Comments prepared for: 
Rear Admiral Joseph R. Castillo
Commander, Eleventh Coast Guard District
C/O Dave Stalters 
Chief, Environmental Division
U.S. Coast Guard
2000 Embarcadero, Suite 200. 
Oakland, CA 94606-5337 

Regarding: Draft Environmental Assessment for Shoreline Protection at United States Coast Guard 
Station Humboldt Bay, Samoa California

Dear Rear Admiral Castillo,

We write these comments in response to the above noted Environmental Assessment (EA) on behalf 
of the membership of Californians for Alternatives to Toxics (CATs). Humboldt Baykeeper joins 
CATs in this response.

Californians for Alternatives to Toxics (CATs) is a public-interest organization that serves as a 
center for information and strategic planning and advocates on behalf of its membership and the 
general public on issues related to contamination of the environment by toxic chemicals. The 
Mission arises from a broader underlying concern for our membership in relation to their 
dependence on the environment for their sustained health, education, cultural activities and 
livelihood. 

Humboldt Baykeeper works towards protecting and restoring water quality and related resources in 
Humboldt County. We are a member of the California Coastkeeper Alliance, and the international 
Waterkeeper Alliance.

First, we compliment the Coast Guard for its admirable work safeguarding the nation’s maritime 
interests, economy and environment, defending its maritime borders, and saving those in peril. As 
organizations based on the often treacherous maritime environment of the north coast of California, 
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we often hear of the Coast Guard’s feats of bravery in rescuing fishing boats or people stranded by a 
rising tide or swept to sea. Many lives have been saved on this stretch of the Pacific coast due to the 
efforts of the Coast Guard, and we welcome and enjoy its presence and dedication in the Northcoast 
area.

Our organizations understand the need for examining alternatives to determine the best approach the 
situation as outlined in the EA. However, the EA does not adequately describe the project or its 
potential impacts to the environment as required by the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). 
Under NEPA, the alternatives are the heart the document, and, lacking adequate analysis of the 
impacts of the project, the alternatives are likely to be skewed to support a preferred alternative, or 
to undermine support for an outcome less desirable to those who wish to undertake the project. A 
good alternative cannot be developed when information is incorrect, as we will show it is in this EA 
at least for one critical area, or when it is deferred to the future, as in another instance, or almost 
completely ignored, as it is elsewhere. As a result, a Finding of No Significant Impact, as 
recommended at the conclusion of the EA, will not satisfy the requirements of NEPA. A more 
complete description of the project is required and an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) is 
necessary to comply with this law. 

The EA also attempts to inform state and local agencies which will need to comply with the 
California Environmental Quality Act, but cannot since it is not complete and does not describe 
significant impacts and related mitigations in a clear manner.

Furthermore, an EIS is required because the project is proposed within habitat for Special-Status 
Species and EFG Managed Species.

Our specific complaints of information gaps involve the EA’s:

• lack of adequate description of the site and proposed project

• inadequate description of potential for the release of toxic contaminants during the removal 
of old pilings from a former pier, including incomplete description of the equipment needed 
for removal 

• incorrect information on the status of the designation of Humboldt Bay under Clean Water 
Act 303(d) as an impaired water body for dioxin 

• lack of description of the activities of the U.S. Navy during WWII and of the Coast Guard 
that may have generated toxic waste spilled or disposed at the site

• deferred analysis of cultural impacts of relocating telecommunications cable

• inadequate analysis of relocating telecommunications cable

• failure to determine if the project will exceed one acre, including staging, and thus subject to 
coverage under the National Pollution Discharge Elimination System General Permit for 
Storm Water Discharges

• lack of description of the materials and lifecycle of geotextile filter fabric and potential for 
future deterioration 

Lack of adequate description of the site and proposed project



This is a military base and, as such, is not a public area. Thus, at a minimum, a map describing 
where project elements are proposed should have been provided. The map at Figure 2 does not. 
Where are the pilings proposed for removal? The trench? What are the yellow dots indicating? This 
map does not inform adequately.

Inadequate description of potential for the release of toxic contaminants during the removal of 
old pilings from a former pier, including incomplete description of the equipment needed for 
removal

Old pilings are likely to have been treated with dioxin-laced pentachlorophenol and/or creosote, 
both of which are highly toxic and persistent chemicals. Even when Pentachlorophenol is no longer 
present in preserved wood, dioxin remains. The same is true of sediment. Without knowing where 
the pilings are located, the number that would be removed, the presence of preservative chemicals 
still present, how they would be removed and stored until transport to a waste facility, there can be 
no assessment of the environmental risk. This gap needs to be filled for the NEPA procedure to be 
complete because without it, there is no plan on which to formulate alternatives. Please incorporate 
the documents linked below to these comments to inform your decision regarding this project:

http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/toxprofiles/tp51-p.pdf 

http://cfpub.epa.gov/ncea/CFM/nceaQFind.cfm?keyword=Dioxin

links from these pages http://www.epa.gov/iris/supdocs/1024index.html 

and links from http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/toxprofiles/tp.asp?id=66&tid=18

and regarding treatment of pilings used in maritine environments see

http://coastalmanagement.noaa.gov/initiatives/media/environmentalimpacts.pdf

Incorrect information on the status of the designation of Humboldt Bay under Clean Water 
Act 303(d) as an impaired water body for dioxin 

The EA incorrectly states that Humboldt Bay is not listed as impaired for dioxin [At 3-11].  
Humboldt Bay was listed by the EPA as Impaired for dioxins on the Clean Water Act Section 303(d) 
list in 2006 (Resolution No. 2006-0079).  Since it is unknown whether the piles were treated with 
preservatives, and no sampling has been conducted to examine contaminant levels in adjacent 
sediments, it cannot be determined that “the removal of these piles would not introduce a substantial 
quantity of contaminants into the environment beyond baseline conditions” [at 3-12]. The EA 
should include a sampling protocol to determine the levels of dioxins and other contaminants in 
sediment near the pilings that are proposed for removal to protect the Humboldt Bay ecosystem 
from potential dioxin contamination. In addition, it should include a protocol for examining the 
piles and an appropriate disposal plan depending on the findings. While we agree that “If the piles 
were treated with a preservative, removal of the piles would be a beneficial effect by eliminating a 
potential source of from which contaminants could leach into Humboldt Bay” [at 3-12], proper 
sampling is necessary to determine the most environmentally protective methods to proceed with 
the project.
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Since Humboldt Bay is designated critical habitat for Coho and Chinook salmon, steelhead trout, 
and other aquatic species of concern and NOAA public trust resources, the EA should include 
Demolition BMPs to prevent or minimize exposure of NOAA trust resources to these contaminants 
as described in the NOAA Fisheries Treated Wood Products guidelines (2009)1 (emphasis added): 

It is recommended that minimal cutting and boring should take place over the water. Tarps, tubs 
and/or vacuums should be used to capture the debris. Any debris that falls into the water should be 
promptly removed. Additionally, wood should be stored in a dry place where the debris will not be 
swept away by any rising waters. 

If pilings are removed, disturbance of sediments should be minimized to prevent the spread of 
any contamination. Sediments adjacent to the project should be analyzed to determine if they 
warrant removal or clean capping. Problematic sediment contamination is not necessarily from 
treated wood in the infrastructure being removed, but may result from historic use at the facility (i.e. 
discharges from boats or industry at the site). The piles should be pulled, if possible. If pulling is not 
possible, the pilings should be cut at or below the sediment line and capped as warranted. Dispose 
of the used pilings properly with all other debris in a manner that does not expose or affect aquatic 
resources. Since older creosote treated wood materials were likely not produced in accordance with 
industry BMPs, they should not be reused in aquatic environments. Local requirements for disposal 
may vary but need to be followed. 

[NOAA Fisheries - Southwest Region, 2009. The Use of Treated Wood Products in Aquatic 
Environments: Guidelines to West Coast NOAA Fisheries Staff for Endangered Species Act and 
Essential Fish Habitat Consultations in the Alaska, Northwest and Southwest Regions.]

Lack of description of the activities of the U.S. Navy during WWII, or by the Coast Guard in 
its long tenure that may have generated, spilled or disposed of toxic waste at the site.

There is no mention in the EA of whether the Department of the Navy, represented by the Naval 
Facilities Engineering Command, has ever investigated or characterized toxic waste at the proposed 
project site under the Environmental Restoration Program for military installations. At a minimum, 
the EA should have described how long the Navy occupied the site and what activities were 
conducted there during World War II so that it could be determined if a closer look at potential 
hazardous contamination would be warranted. 

What former activities conducted by the Coast Guard at the site, including waste disposal, may have 
created toxic waste sites within the proposed project area? These questions bear answering as 
terrestrial activities at the site, including the potential trenching and other activities, would need to 
be approached with particular care and include Best Management Plans to avoid spreading 
contamination.

Please incorporate https://portal.navfac.navy.mil/portal/page/portal/navfac/navfac_ww_pp/
navfac_hq_pp/navfac_env_pp with these comments.
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What is most troubling is that the lack of analysis of potential for toxic contamination due to 
historic use of the site could cause an inadvertent but still harmful impact to resources via 
disturbance at the shoreline, the potential trenching site and elsewhere. Until such description and 
analysis is complete it is not possible for the decision maker to reach an informed decision as the 
EA is incomplete.

Deferred analysis of cultural impacts of relocating telecommunications cable

Please incorporate herein the scoping comments of the Blue Lake Rancheria regarding concerns due 
to potential disturbance of cultural areas.

The EA describes the Rancheria’s concerns of the potential for disturbance of cultural sites and 
proclaims these will be pursued in a Cultural Resources Investigation conducted by the Coast Guard 
in the Spring of 2012. This is an outright deferral of analysis to the future, outside NEPA review and 
away from public input. It must be included in the EA; its deferral renders the EA invalid.

Inadequate analysis of relocating telecommunications cable

There is no analysis of the potential for impacts of the trench that may be dug to move the 
telecommunication cable other than the deferred report described above. The route for the cable 
must be determined in advance of producing the EA so that it can be analyzed for potential impacts. 
It was not determined and the route is not described in the EA. This contributes to the concern 
discussed below as well as the previous issue regarding cultural resources. 

At least 700 feet of existing trench would require filling or other action to retire it, and at least 700 
feet of one foot wide and two feet deep trench would need to be dug. This represents a large 
disturbance at the site and its description and analysis cannot be avoided in the EA.  What material 
will be used to fill the retired trench? Will the new trench disturb toxic wastes? How will material 
removed in the new trench be tested and stored? Where will its ultimate fate be? These are some of 
the questions that need answering in a corrected NEPA procedure. This EA fails without the 
analysis.

Failure to determine if the project will exceed one acre, including staging, and thus subject to 
coverage under the National Pollution Discharge Elimination System General Permit for 
Storm Water Discharges

Though the potential for needing to obtain an NPDES permit is mention in the EA, the total size of 
the project area to be disturbed is not provided.  Does it exceed one acre? Will it exceed one acre if 
trenching is included? Until this description and analysis is provided, the EA is inadequate.

Lack of description of the materials and lifecycle of geotextile filter fabric and potential for 
future deterioration 

The EA mentions that a geotextile fiber fabric will be installed as part of the project. What type and 
material content is this fabric composed of? Where will it be installed and how many square yards? 



How long is it projected to remain intact? What environmental impacts can be expected when it 
decays in the future? None of these questions can be answered because there is no description of 
this fabric proposed to be introduced to the Humboldt Bay environment. The EA is inadequate on 
the point and requires analysis of the impacts of this fabric for the NEPA procedure to be complete.

Inclusion, Californians for Alternatives to Toxics, joined by Humboldt Baykeeper, declares that the 
EA is not compliant with the requirements of NEPA to provide analysis of potential significant 
environmental impacts and provide adequate alternatives. We request that an Environmental Impact 
Statement be prepared to rectify the inadequacies described above and by others who provide 
comments in this regard.

Sincerely,

       
Patricia M Clary           Beth Werner
Executive Director          Executive Director
Californians for Alternatives to Toxics     Humboldt Baykeeper 

                                                                                              


