Defining the Purpose and Success Pertaining to NEPA

Over the past 2 years the NEPA for the 21st Century Research Initiative has been examining the interconnected processes that are involved in accomplishing National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) within the Forest Service. One of the key findings from the first year’s work is that the NEPA process as applied by the agency is very much integrated into a larger system; however, gauging NEPA’s true impact on decisionmaking can be challenging.
 The NEPA process is often used by line officers in a consensus management style to accomplish the development of a project and to bring line, staff, and various stakeholders, into agreement about the best management alternative. Other times it may be viewed largely as a “legal hurdle” that must be overcome prior to pursuing the real work of an agency.

Currently these types of connections are just beginning to be thoroughly explored and there still exists ambiguity over the purpose of NEPA within the agency as well as a definition of success. With that in mind, the Pacific Northwest Research Station entered into a joint venture agreement with Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University (Virginia Tech) to clarify agency personnel’s perspectives on purpose and success pertaining to NEPA. The research aims to answer the following broad research questions:

1. How do Forest Service employees involved in NEPA processes view the purpose of those processes?

2. How do Forest Service employees involved in NEPA processes define success in those processes?

3. What aspects of NEPA processes tend to lead to different types of outcomes (better or worse as defined by Forest Service employees)?

Scope of the Survey

The survey, which is administered entirely by Virginia Tech, will be sent to approximately 6,000 Forest Service employees to ensure views from every level of the agency are well represented. The on line survey should take about 15 minutes for each employee to complete and will be available until May 30, 2008 (about 3 weeks).

Relationship With Other Data Collection Efforts

The NEPA for the 21st Century Research Initiative has had several data collection efforts over the past couple of years. The results of many of these efforts can be found in the reports and papers prepared from this project. The comparison studies that were performed by Oregon State University, Indiana University, and Virginia Tech used personal interviews with a small sample of Forest Service and other agencies employees to gather information about how different organizations develop and provide direction about their environmental planning processes. Indepth interviews with 12 district rangers were completed by a consultant to examine factors that influence their decision processes. The Forest Service’s intranet was “mined” by Indiana University researchers to examine knowledge transfer technology currently used by the agency. Additionally the research initiative has completed a literature review pertaining to the Forest Service’s NEPA efforts and has compiled a record of recent case laws involving the agency.
Relationship With the NEPA Feasibility Study
The NEPA Feasibility Study, which was completed last year, also collected a wealth of information about the agency’s NEPA process. The study received data on nearly 8,500 employees about their participation in the NEPA process, and hundreds of employees provided comments in response to the study’s report.  The majority of this information is available to the research initiative to further our understanding of the agency’s environmental planning process. It should be noted that the joint venture agreement between Virginia Tech and Pacific Northwest Research Station was entered into prior to the implementation of the feasibility study, and there is no direct tie between the feasibility study and the research initiative.  
� Case studies have shown variable results of NEPA’s impacts upon decisionmaking within federal land management agencies.  For example, O’Brien (1990) described one case in which the NEPA process led to a direct change in Forest Service policies and another in which a similar process had virtually no effect on a similar policy of the Bureau of Land Management.  Moreover, Kaiser (2006) found that although public involvement required by NEPA was able to cause the Forest Service to expend more energy making clear its rationale for decisions, it actually had relatively little impact upon agency decisions, and the NEPA process as a whole had little impact on changing agency preferences.





