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CHAPTER ONE 
BACKGROUND 

 
The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) has prepared this Environmental Impact 
Statement (EIS) to meet federal requirements to analyze and disclose the potential 
environmental impacts resulting from the Marin County’s proposal to extend the 
existing runway at the Gnoss Field Airport (DVO or Airport), a general aviation 
airport located adjacent to the City of Novato, in unincorporated Marin County, 
California.  Marin County is concurrently preparing an Environmental Impact Report 
(EIR), to meet California state requirements to analyze and disclose the potential 
environmental impacts resulting from the proposed runway extension.  The FAA and 
Marin County are circulating the Draft EIS and Draft EIR together so the public can 
comment on both documents at the same time.  The FAA EIS is Volume 1.  
Marin County’s EIR is Volume 2.  Technical Appendices for Volumes 1 and 2 are 
included in Volume 3.   
 
FAA approvals are required for Marin County to extend the runway.  
The information contained in this EIS will be taken into consideration by the FAA in 
determining the agency’s decision regarding Marin County’s Proposed Project. 
 
The purpose of preparing an EIS is to investigate, analyze, and disclose the 
potential impacts of a proposed action and its reasonable alternatives.  This EIS will 
evaluate the potential impacts associated with extending Runway 13/31 at DVO 
from its current length of 3,300 feet to 4,400 feet while maintaining its current 
width and making corresponding changes to taxiways, Runway Safety Areas 
(RSAs), drainage channels, and levees.  Additionally, in order for the extended 
runway to become operational, the FAA would need to develop air traffic control 
(ATC) and airspace management procedures that affect the safe and efficient 
movement of air traffic to and from the runway.  Such actions could include, but 
not be limited to the establishment or modification of flight procedures and the 
installation and/or relocation of navigational aids (NAVAIDs). 
 
One timeframe (2018) is assessed in the environmental consequences.  
This timeframe corresponds to the anticipated opening of extended Runway 13/31.  
In addition, specific airport activity levels and their associated air quality and noise 
impacts are evaluated for a condition five years beyond the opening year (2023). 
 
This chapter contains the background, history, and description of DVO.  
Descriptions of the Airport layout, facilities, and services, as well as aviation 
activity, both actual and forecasted, are also presented so that the reader may 
understand the operations of the Airport and the context in which the proposed 
development actions and its alternatives are set. 
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1.1 OWNERSHIP AND LOCATION 
 
DVO is a reliever airport owned and operated by Marin County, California.  
The Airport is located in unincorporated Marin County north of the City of Novato, 
California and serves an essential regional transportation resource by providing 
general aviation facilities in the northern portion of the San Francisco Bay area.  
Public access to the Airport is available from the Atherton Road exit of Highway 
101.  Exhibit 1-1, Airport Location Map, shows the location of the Airport. 
 
1.2 AIRPORT HISTORY 
 
The Airport is built in an area of reclaimed salt water tidal marshlands that are part 
of the formerly extensive salt marshes present around the northwest corner of 
San Pablo Bay, characterized by muds and clays found in marshes, swamps, and 
waterways.  The area comprises an element of the extensive wetlands associated 
with San Francisco Bay, which once formed the largest contiguous tidal marsh 
system present on the Pacific Coast of North America.1,2,3 
 
DVO lies within the original flood plain of the Petaluma River at sea level.  Use of 
what became Gnoss Field Airport dates to 1939.  In that year, William Wright, who 
owned the property, built a private grass-landing strip.  After trying to sell his 
airport to Marin County for $1,000 an acre in 1945-1946, Wright leased the field to 
Woody Binford.  In 1947, teamed with Jack Lewis, Mr. Binford built a 3,000-foot dirt 
runway, two hangars, an office, and opened a flying school.  It operated until 1949, 
when a change in flight school training regulations ended its existence.  In 1950, 
operation of the private field passed to Harry Tollefson, who ran the facilities until 
the late 1960s.  During the late 1950s and early 1960s, the Marin County Board of 
Supervisors considered several sites for a County airport before finally deciding 
upon the present-day Gnoss Field Airport site.  In 1965, the County, aided by 
Federal funding, bought the field, along with additional surrounding land, and 
named it after William Gnoss, the highly popular North Marin Supervisor who had 
worked for many years to expand aviation in Marin County.  In 1968, a 3,300-foot 
by 60-foot, asphalt-paved runway and a facilities complex were built at the south 
end of the field.   
 
The 1989 Marin County Airport (Gnoss Field) Airport Master Plan and Update 
Chapter 6.0 – Airport Development Program Update 1997 – Marin County Airport 
Master Plans adopted by the Marin County Board of Supervisors both discuss the 
possible widening of Runway 13/30 from 60 feet to 75 feet due to concerns with the 
periodic presence of crosswind conditions (winds that blow across the runway  
 

                                                           
1  Conomos, T.J. (Editor), 1979, San Francisco Bay:  the Urbanized Estuary.  Pacific Division, 

American Association for the Advancement of Science, San Francisco, California. 
2  Josselyn, Michael, 1983, The Ecology of San Francisco Bay Tidal Marshes:  A Community Profile.  

Report No. FWS/OBS-83/23, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Services, Division of Biological Services, 
Washington, D.C. 

3  Nichols, D.R. and N.A. Wright, 1972, Preliminary Map of Historic Margins of Marshlands, San 
Francisco Bay, California.  U.S. Geological Survey Open-File Map 71-216. 
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rather than towards the ends of the runway) at DVO.  A crosswind can push an 
aircraft laterally during a takeoff or landing.  FAA Advisory Circular 150/5300-13 
Airport Design, Appendix I, Wind Analysis, paragraph 3, addresses such crosswind 
situations and states that at locations where provision of a crosswind runway is 
impractical consideration may be given to increasing operational tolerance to 
crosswinds by upgrading the airport layout to the next higher airport reference code 
(ARC) standard.  Between 1997 and 2001, Runway 13/31 at DVO was widened to 
75 feet, while the runway length remained unchanged.   
 
Previous runways, which no longer exist at DVO, were oriented north-south 
(Runway 01/19) and northeast-southwest (Runway 06/24).  The oldest buildings 
on-site were built in 1968 and 1969.  The majority of the hangars were installed 
from the late 1970’s through the early 1980’s.4,5 A system of levees has been 
constructed to protect the runway and airport environment from flooding. 
 
1.3 AIRPORT FACILITIES 
 
The existing airport facilities are shown in Exhibit 1-2, Existing Airport Layout.  
As stated in the previous section, the airfield system consists of one 3,300 foot long 
runway (designated 13/31) that is oriented in northwest to southeast direction.  
The runway is 75 feet wide.  A parallel taxiway, located 75 feet to the west of the 
runway provides access for aircraft to the runway ends.  A helicopter landing pad, 
measuring 60-foot x 60-foot, is located at the southeast corner of the airport 
property. 
 
Runway end 13 is equipped with precision approach guidance through a published 
Global Positioning System (GPS) approach procedure.  Both runway ends are 
equipped with a Precision Approach Path Indicator (PAPI).  
 
The aircraft parking apron includes approximately 81 tie-downs, 147 T-hangars, 
and 37 conventional hangars, for a total parking capacity of approximately 265 
aircraft.6  Aviation fuel (100 LL and Jet-A) is available for purchase from DT Group, 
LLC, the Fixed Base Operator (FBO) located at DVO.7 
 
1.4 AVIATION ACTIVITY 
 
Background data on DVO traffic was gathered from the FAA Form 5010-1, FAA 
Terminal Area Forecasts (TAF), DVO Airport Management, and the Marin County 
Airport Proposed Runway Extension Benefit Cost Analysis (BCA), April 26, 2004.  
See Appendix C, Aviation Activity Forecast for detailed information.  
 

                                                           
4  Cultural Resources, Existing Conditions and Survey Methodology Report for the EIS and EIR to 

evaluate the Proposed Extension of Runway 13/31 at Gnoss Field Airport, Tremaine and 
Associates, 2009. See Appendix H, Cultural Resources. 

5  Information obtained from Ken Robbins, Airport Manager, Gnoss Field Airport, 2009. 
6  Landrum & Brown Analysis, 2009. 
7  Marin County Airport at Gnoss Field, Marin County Public Works.  On-line at: 

http://www.co.marin.ca.us/depts/PW/main/airport.cfm Retrieved October 18, 2011. 
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Per FAA regulations, airports are required to submit to the FAA Form 5010-1, which 
states the previous year’s count of operations8 broken down by category, as well as 
the based aircraft for the airport.  The FAA TAF uses the 5010-1 forms as a basis 
for defining historical and forecast traffic.  Operational counts for airports such as 
Gnoss Field Airport that do not have an Air Traffic Control Tower (ATCT) are often 
overestimated and are carried over year-after-year.  A review of the 5010-1 form 
for DVO indicated that this is the case for Gnoss Field Airport.  As a result, the FAA 
Form 5010-1 and the FAA TAF for DVO were found to be unreliable.  Therefore, 
operational numbers and based aircraft counts have been estimated based upon a 
combination of the 2004 BCA and information provided by DVO Airport 
Management.  
 
The Airport Manager of Gnoss Field Airport conducted a count of current based 
aircraft in late March/early April of 2008.  This count revealed 296 aircraft based at 
DVO, consisting of 248 single-engine piston aircraft, 18 multi-engine piston aircraft, 
26 turbine aircraft, and 4 helicopters.  The aviation forecast for DVO approved by 
the FAA on September 18, 2009 (Appendix C) found that the number of aircraft 
based at DVO is forecast to increase by 1.4 percent annually, from 297 in 2008 to 
387 in 2027.  The number of single-engine piston based aircraft is expected to 
increase slightly through 2027 (by 0.9 percent annually), while multi-engine piston 
aircraft would decrease slightly over this period (by -0.9 percent annually).  
These trends result from the fact that most of these aircraft become expensive to 
operate and maintain due to their old age.  Turbine aircraft are projected to grow at 
an average annual rate of 5.0 percent while helicopters are forecast to increase by 
2.9 percent annually.  Table 1-1 provides a summary of forecasted operating 
levels at DVO. 
 
Itinerant and local general aviation operations are projected to continue to make up 
the majority of operations at DVO.  There is currently no military activity at DVO 
and none is expected in the future.  Overall, aircraft operations at DVO are forecast 
to increase from an estimated 85,500 operations in 2008 to 124,300 operations in 
2027.  This represents an average annual growth rate of 2.0 percent.  
The percentage of operations by each aircraft category (single-engine piston, 
multi-engine piston, turbine, and helicopter) is assumed to remain unchanged 
throughout the forecast period.  The most recent economic recession has had a 
negative impact on general aviation.  However, the expectation that turbine aircraft 
would be the primary growth segment for general aviation in the long term remains 
unchanged.  FAA continues to project growth in active turbine aircraft of at least 
4 percent per year over the next twenty years.  In addition, the introduction of Very 
Light Jets into the general aviation market has been slower than expected due 
primarily to the filing of bankruptcy by the major manufacturer of the aircraft.  
See Appendix C, Aviation Activity Forecast, for additional information. 

                                                           
8  One operation is defined as a takeoff or landing  
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Table 1-1 
AIRCRAFT OPERATIONS FORECAST 
Gnoss Field Airport 
 

 

Year
GA 

Itinerant
GA       

Local Air Taxi Military
Total 

Operations
Estimated

2003 24,939 66,504 923 - 92,366
2004 25,700 63,800 1,200 - 90,700
2005 24,700 58,500 1,200 - 84,400
2006 25,300 59,700 1,200 - 86,200
2007 25,400 58,300 1,300 - 85,000
2008 26,000 58,100 1,400 - 85,500

Forecast
2009 26,700 58,100 1,500 - 86,300
2010 27,700 58,400 1,700 - 87,800
2011 28,600 58,400 1,900 - 88,900
2012 29,600 58,500 2,000 - 90,100
2013 30,500 58,700 2,200 - 91,400
2014 31,500 58,900 2,400 - 92,800
2015 32,500 59,500 2,500 - 94,500
2016 33,500 60,000 2,700 - 96,200
2017 34,500 60,900 2,800 - 98,200
2018 35,600 62,000 2,900 - 100,500
2019 36,600 63,000 3,100 - 102,700
2020 37,700 64,100 3,200 - 105,000
2021 38,700 65,200 3,300 - 107,200
2022 39,800 66,300 3,500 - 109,600
2023 40,900 67,700 3,600 - 112,200
2024 42,000 69,100 3,800 - 114,900
2025 43,200 70,800 3,900 - 117,900
2026 44,400 72,600 4,000 - 121,000
2027 45,700 74,400 4,200 - 124,300

Average Annual Growth Rates:
2003-2008 0.8% -2.7% 8.7% 0.0% -1.5%
2008-2013 3.2% 0.2% 9.5% 0.0% 1.3%
2013-2018 3.1% 1.1% 5.7% 0.0% 1.9%
2018-2027 2.8% 2.0% 4.2% 0.0% 2.4%
2008-2027 3.0% 1.3% 6.0% 0.0% 2.0%
H:\DVO (Gnoss Field)\Forecast\[Copy of DVO_Forecast.xls]DVO BAC
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1.5 SPONSOR’S GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 
 
As the Airport sponsor, Marin County has identified the following goals and 
objectives for the Airport and this project: 

1. To make improvements at DVO that are consistent with the 2007 Marin 
Countywide Plan, the 1997 Update of the Airport Master Plan, and the 1991 
Airport Land Use Plan. 

2. To make improvements at DVO that are consistent with FAA Advisory Circular 
150/5300 Airport Design, airport design standards for a B-I (small) Design 
Group Airport intended to serve aircraft with a wing span of less than 49 feet, 
maximum certificated takeoff weight of 12,500 pounds or less, and an 
approach speed of 91 to 120 knots.. 

3. To extend the length of the existing runway at DVO to allow the existing 
aircraft to operate efficiently during all weather conditions. 

 
1.6 SCOPING AND EARLY COORDINATION 
 
As a requirement of FAA Orders 1050.1E, Change 1, Environmental Impacts: 
Policies and Procedures and 5050.4B, National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 
Implementing Instructions for Airport Actions, a scoping process must be conducted 
to provide the opportunity for public and agency participation during the 
preparation of an EIS.  Guidelines for conducting such scoping processes are 
contained within the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) Regulations, 40 Code 
of Federal Regulations (CFR) § 1501.7, which states that “there shall be an early 
and open process for determining the scope of issues to be addressed and for 
identifying the significant issues related to the proposed action.  This process shall 
be termed scoping.”   
 
The FAA, in cooperation with Marin County, completed a number of scoping 
activities to determine the range of issues to be analyzed, and to what magnitude 
they were to be treated in this EIS.  These activities included: 

 Early written coordination with Federal, State of California, and local resource 
agencies; 

 Filing of a Notice of Intent to Prepare an Environmental Impact Statement 
and hold Scoping Meeting; Gnoss Field, Marin County, California; and 

 Conducting an agency scoping meeting and a public scoping meeting. 
 
In an effort to identify potential issues associated with the Proposed Project, 
coordination letters were mailed to key agencies responsible for resource protection 
and public policy.  These letters requested responses from Federal, State, and local 
agencies which might have information pertaining to natural and human resources 
and their locations within the study area.  A copy of the FAA coordination letters 
and a list of agency addresses are included in Appendix A, Agency Scoping and 
Coordination, as well as, copies of the response letters received from these 
agencies.   
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The FAA conducted an Agency Scoping Meeting at 1:00 p.m. on August 14, 2008, 
at the Marin County Civic Center.  Members of the FAA, EIS consultant team, and 
Marin County were available to respond to questions and discuss issues.  Copies of 
sign-in sheets and other meeting materials for the Agency Scoping Meeting are also 
included in Appendix A.   
 
In general, agency comments during scoping focused on four specific areas.  
Table 1-2 provides a summary list of the topics commented on and the location 
within the document where these issues are addressed. 
 
Table 1-2 
AGENCY COMMENTS RECEIVED DURING SCOPING 
Gnoss Field Airport 
 

General Comment Agency EIS Section 
There may be a requirement to 
prepare a Lake and Streambed 
Alteration Agreement (LSAA) 

California Department of 
Fish and Game 

At this time, it is not 
believed that a LSAA will be 
required.  

A Hazardous Air Pollutant survey be 
completed USEPA 

Chapter Four, Affected 
Environment and Appendix 
F, Air Quality 

Request that FAA consider all 
pertinent emergency service 
regulations in the design and 
assessment of the proposed runway 
extension 

Novato Fire protection 
Division 

Chapter Five, Section 5.4, 
Secondary (Induced) 
Impacts 

Concern about the proximity of the 
Redwood Landfill and the potential 
for the project to bring aircraft closer 
to the landfill 

Marin County Environmental 
Health Services 

The potential environmental 
impacts associated with 
aircraft arrivals and 
departures being closer to 
the existing Redwood 
Landfill is addressed in EIS 
Chapter Six, Cumulative 
Impacts. 

 

 
A Public Scoping Meeting was held at 6:30 p.m. on August 14, 2008, at the Marin 
Humane Society Auditorium, Novato, California.  This meeting, afforded the general 
public an opportunity to review and comment on the preliminary environmental 
analysis and the Sponsor’s Proposed Project.  Members of the FAA, EIS consultant 
team, and Marin County made a presentation about the project and were available 
to listen to questions from the public.  Copies of the sign-in sheets, advertising, and 
other meeting materials used for the Public Scoping Meetings are provided in 
Appendix B, Public Involvement.  Comment forms were provided at the scoping 
meetings to solicit and encourage written comments.  Copies of all public comments 
received are provided in Appendix B.   
 
In general, public comments focused on eight specific areas.  Table 1-3 provides a 
summary list of the topics commented on and the location within the document 
where these issues are addressed. 
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Table 1-3 
PUBLIC COMMENTS RECEIVED DURING SCOPING 
Gnoss Field Airport 
 

General Comment EIS Section 
Concerns about aircraft noise and overflights Chapter Five, Section 5.1, Noise 

Concerns about greenhouse gas emissions Chapter Four, Affected Environment and Appendix 
F, Air Quality 

Concerns about climate change Appendix F, Air Quality 

Concerns about impacts to wetlands Chapter Four, Affected Environment and Chapter 
Five, Section 5.10, Wetlands 

Concerns about impacts to water quality Chapter Four, Affected Environment and Chapter 
Five, Section 5.6, Water Quality 

Requests for a more clear and full definition of 
the project’s purpose and need 

Chapter Two, Purpose and Need and Appendix C, 
Aviation Activity Forecast and Appendix D, Runway 
Length Analysis 

Concerns about the proximity of the Redwood 
Landfill 

The potential environmental impacts associated with 
aircraft arrivals and departures being closer to the 
existing Redwood Landfill is addressed in EIS 
Chapter Six, Cumulative Impacts. 

Suggestions that the EIS include a discussion 
of the cumulative impacts of this project 

Chapter Six, Cumulative Impacts addresses the 
Sponsor’s Proposed Project in addition to other 
projects in the area. 

 


