The majority of documents for Enhanced Training Biological Assessment and Biological Opinion are
posted in the legal and public notices section of the Fort Benning Website

https://www.benning.army.mil/Garrison/DPW/EMD/Legal.html



https://www.benning.army.mil/Garrison/DPW/EMD/Legal.html
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JCA

=<41

4.22-4.26

AJ

The cluster summaries and impact summaries in Section 4 appear to have been
taken from the revised baseline analyses (Sect. 7 of the BA) instead of the
effects of the Action (Sect. 9 of BA). Recommend, at a minimum, replacing the
summary information in the Direct and Indirect Harassment Impacts section on
p.103 and Sections 4.23-4.26 with the corresponding sections from Sect. 9 of the
BA so they reflect post-ET numbers (and are consistent with the ITS). Cluster
summaries should probably also be replaced for clusters affected by the ET
action with appropriate section in BA Sect. 9. Did not check for differences prior
to Sect. 4.22, but if they were copied from the baseline, check against BA Sect. 9
for differences. (Note: JCA has discussed this with the USFWS 10/28/15).

JCA

111

AJ

Are these "take" numbers (53 total) only referring to BRAC/MCoE/ET? We had
59 'takes' from the ET action alone, plus the DMPRC (6 or 7, depending),
Malone Complex (1) and the ESMC (20 not including 3 Unprotected Clusters
also 'taken' for ET)). Total of 87 "taken"” clusters still on landscape, including 12
UCs (which can count toward recovery). It may be explained somewhere & |
missed it, but if not, list which 6 clusters expected to need 'take’ in the BA aren't
being included in the ITS? If that's what's going on? Recommend including a
revised summary table in the BO, such as Table 9-6 or Appendix G that is in the
ET BA, that clearly summarizes and differentiates which clusters had a change
in the Incidental Take status, and which clusters that are still covered under an
Incidental Take mﬁmﬁmam?. (Note: JCA has discussed this with the USFWS
10/28/15 and will provide the Service with the revised Table to attach to BO).

JCA
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6.5

Header

AJ

Change "Affects from Enhanced Training" to "Effects”

FB

Hiw

106

4.23

LV

(see Section #) - which Section is being referenced?

FB

107

4.25

LV

In_2014, of the 267 monitored managed-clusters, 257 clusters were active and
246 clusters had a PBG. Approximately 236 of the 267 monitored active clusters
had nests, in which 186 (78.8%) successfully fledged nestlings. Under the
revised 2014 baseline,

FB

vii

Exec. Sum

™

"The proposed action will result in the elimination of tracked vehicle training in
the Southern Maneuver Training Area, Northern Maneuver Training Area and on
other tank trails, reducing or eliminating harassment impacts for many clusters."”
This statement is INCORRECT and needs to be changed to, "The proposed
action will result in the elimination of all tracked vehicle training by the 3 BDE and
all tracked vehicle training conducted by the ARC which will be moved to the
Good Hope Maneuver Training Area.

FB
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6.5

™

"The proposed action will result in the elimination of tracked vehicle training in
the Southern Maneuver Training Area, Northern Maneuver Training Area and on
other tank trails, reducing or eliminating harassment impacts for many clusters.”
This statement is INCORRECT and needs to be changed to, "The proposed
action will result in the elimination of all tracked vehicle training by the 3 BDE and
all tracked vehicle training conducted by the ARC which will be moved to the
Good Hope Maneuver Training Area.







DEPARTMENT OF THE ARMY
US ARMY INSTALLATION MANAGEMENT COMMAND
ATLANTIC REGION
HEADQUARTERS, UNITED STATES ARMY GARRISON
1 KARKER STREET, MCGINNIS-WICKAM HALL
FORT BENNING, GEORGIA 31905-5000

Fin Y /— :
' REPLY TO
ATTENTION OF

November 2, 2015

Conservation Branch

Dr. Donald Imm

Field Supervisor

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
West Park Center

105 West Park Drive, Suite D
Athens, Georgia 30605

Dear Dr. Imm:

Fort Benning requested initiation of formal consultation regarding proposed
Enhanced Training actions on April 30, 2014. Enhanced Training included transitioning
the 3™ Armored Brigade Combat Team (ABCT), 3™ Infantry Division, to an Infantry
Brigade Combat Team (IBCT); moving the heavy maneuver phase of the Army
Reconnaissance Course (ARC) to the Good Hope Maneuver Training Area (GHMTA);
and development of additional off-road heavy maneuver areas in the GHMTA. A
Biological Assessment (BA) was prepared in accordance with the requirements of the
Endangered Species Act of 1973, Section 7. The BA included all the information
required by the Joint Regulations at 50 CFR 402.14(c)-(d).

This letter is to inform you that the Installation received your Biological Opinion (BO)
on September 12, 2015 (FWS Log # FF04EG1000-2015-F-0833), completed our
internal review, and compiled a list of comments which we believe need to be
addressed with revisions to the BO (Enclosure).

The staff at Fort Benning is looking forward to continuing to work with the U.S. Fish &
Wildlife Service on this consultation. If additional information is needed, please contact
Mr. Robert Larimore, 706-545-2180 or email at robert.k.larimore.civ@mail.mil.

Sincerely,

Garrison Commander

Enclosure






United States Department of the Interior

Fish and Wildlife Service
105 West Park Drive, Suite D
Athens, Georgia 30606

West Georgia Sub Office Coastal Sub Office
P.O. Box 52560 4980 Wildlife Dr.
Ft. Benning, Georgia 31995-2560 Townsend, Georgia 31331

September 11, 2015

Colonel Andrew Hilmes

Garrison Commander

Department of the Army

Headquarters United States Army Infantry Center
Ft. Benning, Georgia 31905-5000

FWS Log #: FFO4EG1000-2015-F-0833
Dear Colonel Hilmes:

This document is the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s (Service) biological opinion (BO) based
on our review of the April 10, 2015, biological assessment (BA) which includes, but is not
limited to (1) The transition of the 3™ Brigade Combat Division (BCD), (2) The movement of the
heavy maneuver portion of the Army Reconnaissance Course (ARC) to the Good Hope
Maneuver Training Area (GHMTA) and development of additional off-road heavy maneuver
areas in the GHMTA, and, (3) Inclusion of the minimization measures described in the BA, and
the expected effects on the federally-endangered red-cockaded woodpecker (RCW, Picoides
borealis) in accordance with section 7 of the Endangered Species Act (Act) of 1973, as amended
(16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.).

Your request for formal consultation was received on April 17, 2015, however, the Service was
unable to gain access to the document located on Fort Benning’s Department of Public Works
(DPW) “P-drive” until April 30, 2015. Our May 1, 2015, response letter notified you of our
intent to proceed with formal consultation on the action as it effects the RCW.

This BO utilizes information provided in the BA, meetings, telephone calls, field investigations,
electronic mail, and published and unpublished sources of information. A complete
administrative record of this consultation is on file at our Fort Benning (Ft. Benning or
Installation) office.





The Service greatly appreciates the cooperation of Ft. Benning during this consultation. We
would like to continue working with you and your staff regarding this project. If you have any
questions about this opinion or consultation of for further coordination, please contact John
Doresky, Fish and Wildlife Biologist, West Georgia Sub Office, at (706) 544-6030.

Sincerely,

bcvn&nﬂ w-@

Donald Imm, PhD.
Project Leader

CC: RCW Coordinator — Will McDearman
Section 7 Coordinator — Jerry Ziewitz





As described in the Army’s ARC Biological Evaluation, tracked vehicles have not been used to
date for the ARC at Fort Benning; therefore, they suggests there has been no need for the indirect
harassment “take” issued for this projected impact in the SMTA. However, they state that the use
of BFVs remains an option in the POI and could be added at a later date (assumes actions stay
within Army Policy Guidelines). For this reason, instead of eliminating the option of tracked
vehicles entirely, Fort Benning proposes in the case that future leadership chooses to employ the
use of tracked vehicles, they will be used in the GHMTA instead of the SMTA or off-post. The
Service agrees that since the GHMTA does not contain RCW cavity trees, is not being managed
as RCW habitat and is not considered to be necessary for recovery now or in the future (Fort
Benning 2015), locating ARC off-road maneuver training in the GHMTA could be understood as
equivalent to moving this training off-Post.

Operation Blackjack is currently a 4-day training exercise that begins with dismounted
reconnaissance in Alabama, transitions to route reconnaissance along improved roads over to the
SMTA region, and ends with mounted and dismounted reconnaissance (one platoon at a time)
through the SMTA region.

The proposed change to the Blackjack phase includes the operation ending in the GHMTA
instead of the SMTA region. The number of vehicles will change from 3 platoons of either 6
HMMWVs or 4 Strykers each to one platoon of 6 BFVs (only up to 4 BFVs would be used at
any one time). Personnel involved will be reduced from approximately 100 (60-65 students and
35-40 cadre) to 60 (24-36 students and 15-24 cadre). The duration of the operation will be
reduced from 4 days per iteration and 10 iterations per year to 2 days per iteration and up to 8
iterations per year.

1.6 Good Hope Maneuver Training Area Improvements

The Installation reports that the BRAC 2005 Military Construction (MILCON) program funding
for GHMTA fell short of fully supporting all infrastructure and erosion control measures needed
to maximize off-road heavy maneuver training. The 11,152 acre (ac.) GHMTA currently
includes 5 disconnected maneuver boxes totaling approximately 2,920 ac. (Fort Benning 2014d).
The USAARMS and other users are limited to moving wheeled and tracked vehicles on tank and
maneuver trails outside established maneuver boxes. The proposed infrastructure and erosion
control measures (e.g., tank trails, low water crossings, turn pads) will allow Fort Benning units
enhanced off-road heavy maneuver capabilities to support training and would allow for multiple
units to train simultaneously.

Fort Benning proposes to make the necessary improvements to increase the available off-road
maneuver space in the GHMTA by 4,667 ac. to total approximately 7,597 acres. Necessary
improvements in order to achieve this increase include tank trails, low water crossings, turn pads
and erosion control measures (Fort Benning 2014d). Approximately 37 miles of maneuver trails
are proposed.

Fort Benning planners positioned the proposed maneuver areas and trails in order to maximize
training capabilities while avoiding or minimizing environmental impacts. In so doing, there are
an additional 4,667 acres that are expected to be used for planning purposes. This boundary and





5.3 Benning Technology Park and Custer Road Interchange Improvements (2015 — 2018).

The GA Department of Transportation will be implementing a road improvements project that
consists of interchange improvements at the intersection of US Hwy. 27 (Victory Drive) and
Custer Road in Muscogee County. The proposed project would improve the existing security
checkpoint interchange system in the Sand Hill Cantonment Area by providing civilians access
to a proposed commercial development off-Post without having to pass through the Fort Benning
security checkpoint. The commercial development, to be known as Benning Technology Park,
borders Fort Benning directly west of the Patton Place military housing area. Benning
Technology Park is a private/public joint venture with Columbus State University,
FlournoyDevelopment Company, and the Development Authority of Columbus, which will
include offices, retail services, and educational facilities.

6 CONCLUSIONS
Red-cockaded woodpecker

After reviewing the current status of the red-cockaded woodpecker, the environmental baseline
for the action area, the effects of the Enhanced Training proposal, and the cumulative effects, the
Service concludes the effects of Enhanced Training, as proposed, is not likely to appreciably
reduce the survival and recovery of the red-cockaded woodpecker. No critical habitat has been
designated for this species, therefore, none will be affected.

6.1 Reassessing BRAC and MCoE Actions

As part of the Enhanced Training proposal, the Installation reports that since there have been
changes to construction and the training impacts evaluated in the MCoE consultation (USFWS
2009a), the post-project conditions presented in the MCoE BO (and subsequent consultations) no
longer represent an accurate “starting-point” for analysis. Instead, the Installation states the
“post-MCoE” conditions described in the Enhanced Training BA, and subsequently in this
document, reflect all construction and training impacts that occurred to date, to include those
additional training impacts that would occur in the future under MCoE without implementation
of the Enhanced Training proposal.

In 2009, implementation of the MCoE Reasonable and Prudent Alternative was developed by the
Service to remove the likelihood of jeopardy (USFWS 2009a). Based on (1) the 2014 revised
baseline (an interrelated function of the proposed action), (2) the proposed Enhanced Training
analyses, (3) the newly proposed location for heavy maneuver training in the GHMTA (instead
of off-Post as stated in the MCoE BO), (4) the reductions in training loads, and (5) project
impacts that have and have not occurred since MCoE, the Service considers these actions to
functionally meet the purpose of the “training-migration-component” that was stated in the
MCoE RPA.
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The Service’s rangewide RCW estimates using the Installation’s 2014 data, although not as
optimistic as the SEPM, shows Ft. Benning reaching its population recovery objective in the year
2018 (this projection assumes, like the SEMP, that all incidental takes are reinstated to the
Installations population recovery objective). Similar to the SEPM, in some instances the
Service’s projections also included assumptions when material data (pbgs in this case) were
unavailable. As an example, although not the case on Fort Benning, when pbg data is unknown
or incomplete, active cluster tallies can be used as surrogates to estimate pbgs (ratios used were
1.12 active clusters needed to yield 1 pbg).

Across the entirety of the RCW range, using the Services’ rangewide estimates, the Sandhills
Recovery Unit (which includes Ft. Benning) is projected to meet its population recovery
objective by the year 2026. For the species at large, the Services’ current projection for RCW
recovery is 2083. These data show that the SHRU will meet its population recovery objective 57
years prior to the species population recovery goal. Indeed, the Enhanced Training action yields
a significantly better scenario for RCWs than what was projected in the MCoE consultation.
Most significant is that the Ft. Benning population is projected to reach its recovery population
goal before the SHRU and before the species at large, which are both contrary to what was
determined in the MCoE consultation.

Although the current RCW population dynamics on Fort Benning are more than promising, the
acres needed to support and sustain “long-term” good quality foraging habitat is disconcerting.

Using Fort Benning’s Enhanced Training BA (2014 data tables), the following are revealed:

e Pre-Enhanced Training, 83 active, yet “taken” clusters were on the landscape. The Post
Enhanced Training landscape (which requests 30 taken clusters to be returned to the
Installations population tally); leaves 64% (53 of 83) of those taken clusters on the
landscape and therefore, still vulnerable to adverse effects.

e Post-Enhanced training, 14% of all currently managed territories remain taken (53 of
369).

e 32% of the 53 remaining taken clusters cannot meet the recovery standard for acres
required per territory (i.e., 2 cannot meet MSS and 15 cannot meet the RS or 17 of 53).

e 17% of the 30 clusters submitted for reinstatement to the population recovery objective,
cannot meet the managed stability standard (i.e., the habitat threshold for take) for acres
required per territory.

e 24% of all managed territories (369) on the Installation cannot meet the recovery
standard for acres required per territory.

e 14% of all of managed territories cannot meet the managed stability standard for acres
required per territory (“splits” not included in this calculation).
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e 16% of the territories categorized as “can meet the managed stability standard, but may
not be able to meet the recovery standard,” would be considered vulnerable due to
acreage deficiencies, and finally,

e Only 42% of all managed territories are able to meet both the managed stability and the
recovery standard for acres required.

6.3 Enhanced Training Proposal and Reinitiation of MCoE Consultation

Changes to the Army’s plan to migrate the ARC heavy maneuver training within the GHMTA is
proposed in order to meet the intent of the MCoE RPA. Due to budget constraints and reduction
of forces since the MCoE BO (USFWS 2009a), the Installation’s preference to acquiring land
was put on hold in 2012 at least until alternative approaches could be examined using the
updated 2014 information (Fort Benning 2012).

As the Installation is better informed by their 2014 dataset, Fort Benning proposes to modify one
portion of the MCoE RPA (USFWS 2009a) requirement of moving the heavy maneuver training
component of the ARC from the SMTA to a location off of the FY09 Installation boundary, such
that, there would be no RCW conflicts associated with the proposed action.

The Service’s intent in the requirement to migrate training off-post was to remove indirect
harassment impacts to several RCW clusters in the SMTA and NMTA resulting from the net
increase in use of both areas for off-road heavy maneuver training by the ARC and the 3rd BDE.
Because of reduced overall training loads and the 2011 changes in the implementation of the
ARC POI, training land availability (particularly for off-road heavy maneuver training) has not
been the limiting factor that was anticipated by the Army and the Service. The Installation
reports, the 3rd BDE has been able to schedule the SMTA as needed; therefore, extensive use of
the NMTA has not been necessary. Furthermore, when the proposed conversion of the 3rd BDE
to an IBCT is analyzed by the Installation, the effects analysis — specific to heavy maneuver
training in the NMTA - should no longer be anticipated to result in an adverse effect.

As described in the ARC Biological Evaluation, to date, tracked vehicles have not been used for
the ARC and therefore, there has been no need to have the protections afforded by the indirect
harassment “take” in the SMTA. However, the Army reports the use of BFVs remains an option
in the POI and could be added at a later date. For this reason, instead of eliminating the option of
tracked vehicles entirely, Fort Benning proposes that in the case that future leadership chooses to
employ the use of tracked vehicles, this training would be conducted in the GHMTA instead of
the SMTA or off-post. Since the GHMTA does not contain RCW cavity trees, is not being
managed as RCW habitat and is not considered to be necessary for recovery (Fort Benning
2015), locating ARC off-road maneuver training in the GHMTA is seen by the Service as
equivalent to moving this training off-Post.
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Most events involving off-road heavy maneuver occurred in and around the SMTA in
Compartments D1-3, D5-18, F1-10 and T8-9. Scheduling conflicts with the ARC in the SMTA
have not been as much of an issue as once projected by the Installation, due, in part, to the 2011
reduction in ARC training loads and changes to ARC training areas (Fort Benning 2011b).
Therefore, based on FB Form 144-Rs submitted for review, off-road heavy maneuver training
has not been displaced to areas outside of the SMTA as evaluated by the Installation and then
subsequently presented in the Services” MCoE BO and RPA (USFWS 2009a).

As an IBCT, the Installation suggests the 3rd BDE will follow the same general schedule of an
ABCT of training for proficiency at the individual, squad, platoon, company and battalion levels,
with an annual culminating event involving the entire brigade. As an ABCT, it’s reported that the
primary training land use has been within designated heavy maneuver lands. Infantry units are
reported to not be restricted to heavy maneuver lands and will be able to use compartments not
generally utilized by the 3rd BDE. Potential training events of the 3rd BDE as an IBCT and the
locations where they are predicted to occur are shown in Figure 8-3 of the BA. Depending on the
type of battalion (e.g., cavalry, engineer or artillery), units are required to complete annual or
biannual weapons, live fire, mortar, artillery and other qualifications progressing from the
individual level up to a culminating brigade-level event.

The proposed Enhanced Training action should not reduce the likelihood of survival of RCWs at
Fort Benning because RCW nesting and foraging habitat formerly planned for removal will be
retained. The proposed action will result in the elimination of tracked vehicle training in the
SMTA, NMTA and on other tank trails, reducing or eliminating harassment impacts for many
clusters.

Due to RCW territory acreage deficiencies, the Reasonable and Prudent Alternative (reinitiated
and reanalyzed) agreed upon by the Service and the Army during the MCOE consultation will
remain in effect, with the exception of moving the heavy mechanized training component of
“ARC” off the Installation. The Service agrees that the “heavy mechanized training component”
planned for the SMTA (as well as any other like it proposed in these areas) can be moved to the
Good Hope Training Area, and in so doing, satisfies the intent of that component of the RPA
(i.e., “Migrate the field training aspects of the Scout Leaders Course (Army Reconnaissance
Course), a MCoE-related heavy mechanized training course, from the Southern Maneuver
Training Area to training areas located off the FY09 Ft. Benning installation boundary within
five years from the training start date of the Scout Leaders Course”.).

No critical habitat has been designated for this species, therefore, none will be affected.
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