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110 Winslow Cemetery Rd, Marshfield, MA 02050
phone: 781-837-0982  
 jacowie@aol.com
watershedaction.org

December 8, 2006
Mr. Robert W. Golledge Jr.

Secretary of Environmental Affairs

MEPA Office; Attn: Aisling Eglington

100 Cambridge Street, Suite 900

Boston, MA 02114

Dear Mr. Secretary:

The Watershed Action Alliance of Southeastern Massachusetts and Mass Audubon thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft Environmental Impact Report for the Naval Air Station Development in South Weymouth (#11085R).   We have found the proponent favorably responsive to a number of the concerns expressed in our comments to the Notice of Project Change.  More specifically, we applaud the on-site waste water treatment plant designed to tertiary standards in order to effectively reuse water.  We find this critical to the smart growth intentions of the development.  We also endorse the day-lighting and restoration efforts of French’s Stream, and the low impact design stormwater management practices outlined in the DEIR including green roofs, infiltration basins, grassy swales, and constructed wetlands. 

We do have concerns regarding habitat restoration for endangered species; impacts of development on the water quality of the site’s rivers, vernal pools, and wetlands; the permanent protection of open space; the environmentally sensitive landscaping of the golf course; the development’s irrigation plan; water conservation practices and education, ground water modeling and the impact of recharge on contaminated sites; and the process by which the proponent and the Navy are held accountable for long-term hazard waste monitoring and remediation.  We request that these issues be addressed further in the Final EIR.
Endangered Species

The DEIR states that “The Village Center will result in unavoidable impacts to grassland areas with the potential to support state-listed bird species (approximately 99 acres of grassland loss), and 15.4 acres of box turtle core habitat at the east end of the Base. These impacts could be avoided only by restricting the proposed Village Center to previously-paved areas occupied by the former runways, taxiways, aprons, hangars and buildings.”
Use of existing infrastructure is a core smart growth principle.  Areas in which existing buildings are located have plenty of acreage to carry out the Village Plan with out destroying 99 acres of grassland and 15.4 acres of box turtle habitat.   The former runways and taxiways are located in rare species habitat and this use should be protected and enhanced.   Existing endangered species habitat on site must be protected to the maximum extent feasible in anticipation that private, unprotected land abutting the base will ultimately be developed.  

Grasshopper Sparrows require a minimum of 30 acres per mating pair and with a loss of 200 acres of habitat and the restoration of only 100 acres it is unclear if the base will be able to sustain a population.  This assumes that Sparrows will view the grasslands inter-dispersed with the golf course as continuous habitat, yet no studies verify this will occur. 

MEPA requires the proponent to evaluate alternatives based on the need to first avoid, minimize and then mitigate environmental impacts.  The DEIR does not include a no-build alternative for the golf-course, beyond recognizing the golf course as a recreational need.   The FEIR must include an analysis of a no-build alternative for the golf-course.
In addition, we ask that the use of culverts to mitigate fragmentation of habitat for small vertebrates be monitored for beneficial impacts. (Section 8.8.1)  

The off-site mitigation language is exceedingly vague and we ask the final EIR provide more detail on how the proponent intends to provide off-site mitigation for the endangered species impacts including specific locations, conceptual drawings of areas to be restored, narrative descriptions of restoration and ongoing maintenance, implementation schedule, and clear assignment of responsibilities (e.g. if mitigation land is owned by third parties, provide documentation showing agreement to allow the work and any commitments by other parties to assist with implementation).

Riverfront Area and Wetlands:

The base includes two rivers: 1) The headwaters of the Old Swamp River, an Outstanding Water Resource, and drinking water source that is currently listed as impaired by pathogens on the state 303d listing; and 2) French’s stream, the headwaters for the North River watershed, which is also a 303d listed water, impaired by pathogens, nutrients, organic enrichment, and unknown toxicity.  The Alliance strongly supports the improvements the proponent plans to make by the day-lighting of French’s Stream and the removal of culverts in Old Swamp River.   However, we ask that MEPA require on-going water quality monitoring to demonstrate improvement and/or no further impairment of water quality.     
Open Space

The DEIR is explicit that of the 708 acres of open space, 380 acres will be permanently protected with a National Park Service Public Benefit Conveyance (Section 8.12.1).   Based on a discussion at a Citizen Advisory Committee (CAC) meeting, it was our understanding that the golf course was to be protected.   The DEIR needs to explicitly state what protection applies to the golf course and since it is contiguous with large tracts of native habitat we recommend that the Final EIR require permanent protection for the golf course.   

We are also concerned that Section 8.12.6.2 states that “Minor changes in the use of recreational lands and open space within the EDC-conveyed area will be subject to approval by the Corporation. Depending on their significance, MEPA review of a Notice of Project Change may be required.  Any changes that substantially reduce the amount of open space in the EDC areas would require revisions to The Village Center Plan”.  Nothing protects the 300 acres of open space in the Corporation District from development in the future.   This land is also rare specie habitat for grasshopper sparrow, box turtle and upland sandpiper and should have conservation restrictions applied and placed under the protection of a land trust.

Both the Golf Course and the 300 acres of open space must be permanently protected and managed (with endowment) with a credible land trust.

Landscaping
The FEIR should detail a landscaping plan for manicured areas (including lots of single-family homes) that include plant species that do not require irrigation.   This is an essential component of sustainable water use as it is not smart growth to transport water from the Quabbin Reservoir to water grass in Weymouth.
The FEIR needs to require the proponent to detail the landscaping plan for the golf course using native plants with low water needs (section 8.12.2).  We recommend the plan used by Widows Walk in Scituate which utilizes native and low maintenance grasses and other vegetation.

Roads and Stormwater Improvements

The DEIR specifically references the de-culverting of the Old Swamp River but we ask that the final EIR require that all road stream crossings be upgraded according to the Riverways Program guidance “Massachusetts Stream Crossing Handbook.”  It is essential that the proponent  use BMPs that do not create habitat for  mosquitoes (which are not only nuisances but may also carry disease) and that hydrologic monitoring is on going to understand impact of increased recharge on groundwater levels, vernal pools, and contaminated sites.   The FEIR must include a plan for addressing issues should they arise through monitoring data. 
Section 4.2 Existing Stormwater Management, discusses stormwater outfalls piped directly to French Stream.  The FEIR should explain whether these drains will be disconnected to allow for more natural stormwater recharge to groundwater and how will this be accomplished.  Stormwater should be recharged to the maximum extent practicable.   
Groundwater recharge

As noted earlier, WAA supports the reuse of water and the ground water discharge of any unrecycled water.  However, we are concerned that the recharge of groundwater from the wastewater treatment plant as well as from the multiple storm water drainage basins located throughout the site will raise the groundwater levels and increase the mobility of contaminants.  We are particularly concerned about contaminated sediment in the wetlands south of the West Gate Landfill.  We urge MEPA to require on-going groundwater monitoring throughout the base and that this data be made available to the public and watershed associations.
Water Supply

Weymouth has committed to providing a water supply of 150,000 gpd for Phase I of the development.  However, the DEIR indicates that, over the long-term, that capacity will be made “available to other Weymouth users.”    The time frame for Weymouth water use and the proponent’s participation in Weymouth’s water banking and conservation program needs to be provided.  The FEIR should clarify any planned future use of on-site wells.  The peak daily water demand should be clarified.  In some sections of the DEIR, it is listed as 1.8 mgd.  In another sections, it is listed as 2.0 or 2.1 mgd.
Water Conservation and Efficiency

Section 3.3.2.4 of the DEIR states that “…the Project’s Sustainable Design Guidelines will recommend that buildings have low flow water use fixtures and appliances that are as or more efficient than is required by Massachusetts plumbing code” (emphasis added).  The guidelines should include a requirement that plumbing fixtures and appliances, at a minimum, must meet the Massachusetts plumbing code and strongly encourage use of fixtures and appliances that go beyond the requirements of the plumbing code. 

Redevelopment of the NAS is a premiere opportunity to achieve significant water savings in new construction through the use of efficient fixtures and appliances.

Water conservation and efficient water use should be a visible smart growth principle not only during planning but during construction and in the marketing and sale of residential and commercial property.

Cleanup Responsibilities/Process and Property Transfer Modes (Section 5.10.4)

The DEIR notes that “the transfer mode for the remaining property has not yet been determined” and subsequently outlines an option in which the responsibility for clean up shifts from the Navy to LNR.  The final EIR must detail what entity is responsible for on-going monitoring and clean-up of contamination already documented, discovered during construction, or discovered once the project is completed and that funds be placed in escrow for that purpose.

A related concern is the transfer of land adjacent to the Westgate Landfill in which polychlorinated biphyenols have been found in the sediment (EPA is requiring further testing).  The Navy has indicated they will do testing as part of the predesign for the cap of the landfill and both the pre-design hearing and the FOST approval process are concurrent (the transfer of land process).  It is critical to the health and safety of future residents that the EIR and state officials hold the proponents and the Navy accountable to a process in which testing is done prior to any remedial action or land transfer and that a monitoring plan is implemented and the entity responsible for further clean-up action is clearly defined.   
If you require clarification or need further information please contact Jill Cowie at (781) 837-0982.   Thanks again for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,

Jill Cowie

Coordinator

Watershed Action Alliance of Southeastern Massachusetts

E. Heidi Ricci

Senior Policy Analyst Mass Audubon
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208 South Great Road  Lincoln, Massachusetts 01773

Watershed Associations Signing On:

The Fore River Watershed Association

The Weir River Watershed Association

The Neponset River Watershed Association

North and South Rivers Watershed Association

Copy to:

Senator Kerry

Senator Kennedy

Congressman Delahunt
Governor Mitt Romney

Governor-elect Deval Patrick

Senator Michael W. Morrissey 

Senator Robert L. Hedlund 

Representative Kathleen M. Teahan
Representative Garrett J. Bradley
Representative Robert J. Nyman
Representative James M. Murphy
NHESP

DEP

Abington, Rockland, Weymouth Conservation Commissions
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