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Recommendations and Best Practices

Background
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) specialists from various levels (district, forest, region, OGC, research and WO) of the National Forest System participated on a Focused EA Team to seek-out and consolidate best practices to make recommendations about efficiently preparing legally sufficient EAs, with an emphasis on making EAs focused, clear, and concise. 
The team’s recommendations are based on Forest Service Handbook (FSH 1909.15), Chapter 40 direction and referenced law and regulation. The team reviewed EAs from around the country and interviewed several interdisciplinary team members to identify improvements.
What is a Focused EA?
The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) guidance provides the flexibility to develop focused EAs to assist agency planning and decision making. The CEQ regulations define an EA as a concise public document that serves to “…briefly provide sufficient evidence and analysis for determining whether to prepare an EIS or a finding of no significant impact (FONSI).” Often, we have applied EIS standards to EAs based on tradition, training, and confusion over requirements.
Beyond applying the CEQ guidance and focusing the environmental review on how the proposal does not have significant effects; the team learned about other similar characteristics of “Focused EAs.” These EAs tended to:
· have greater clarity in how the P&N was written can concentrate NEPA efforts; provide focus. 
· have few alternatives 
· be relatively short
· have considerable certainty regarding the known effects of the proposal
· have resource analyses directly tied to issues and alternatives 
· in some cases, if there had been an existing CE category, the proposal could have been excluded from additional NEPA review.
What do I focus on?If you are including more information than the minimum amount required for an EA, ask yourself why.

A great way to focus your efforts is to start small and stick to the minimum CEQ requirements for an EA (FSH 1909.15, Section 41):
· The need for the proposal (Section 41.21)
· Alternatives: proposed action and other alternatives (Section 41.22)
· Environmental effects (Section 41.23)
· Agencies and persons consulted (Section 41.24)
It’s all about the needs and effects. Make sure the need for the project is clear at the start; why here, why now, why spend our precious time and funding on this project?  Once the purpose and need for the action are clear, issues serve to highlight effects or unintended consequences that may occur as a result of the proposed action.
Issues may be raised internally or externally and give opportunities during the analysis to reduce adverse effects and compare trade-offs. An issue statement should describe a specific action (cause) and the environmental effects(s) expected to result from that action.  Cause-effect statements provide a way to understand and focus on the issues relevant to the decision.
Consider the issues raised during scoping or the public comment period. Then determine the level of detail needed to address them. Talk about the “real” issues with your line officer and IDT at the outset for each resource. Nobody wants to do more work than they have to—here’s your chance to help them! Tailor the length of your discussion to the complexity of the each issue.
Think about starting with the Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) and identifying which, if any, of the intensity factors (e.g. threatened and endangered species, cultural resources, wetlands …) will need to be addressed in detail.
Determine other legal findings you are required to make such as consistency with the National Forest Management Act. A required finding can be handled succinctly in the EA. For example, if there are no cultural sites or T&E species these can be addressed with a simple statement in the EA. The project record would have the documented consultation information and can be incorporated by reference.
What can I drop or minimize in my EA to make it more concise?
Start without these items and your EA can still be legally sufficient:
· Table of Contents
· Summary
· Background
· Affected Environment: an adequate description of the no action alternative should cover the parts of the existing condition (affected environment) that need to change. 
· There is no requirement to include a no action alternative in an EA. You may document the no action by contrasting the impacts of the alternatives with the current condition and expected future condition if the proposal were not implemented (FSH 1909.15 section 14.2). 
· All the CEQ boilerplate that typically finds its way into an EA. For example, the introduction to sections on alternatives and environmental consequences that includes CEQ language explaining at the outset what those sections are.
· Lengthy lists of forest plan standards and guidelines. In many cases, there are only one or two S&G’s that are really relevant to your project. You may elect to include the relevant S&G’s and just refer the reader to the section of the forest plan for the rest of them.
· Irreversible and Irretrievable Commitment sections
· List of document preparers
· There are no requirements for “resource” or “specialist” reports.  In many cases they can be eliminated altogether, particularly when there are no relevant issues for those resources.  The purpose of focusing your EA should not be to solely reduce the size of an EA, but to increase overall efficiency.  Doing the same level of detailed analysis and simply putting it in a resource specialists report instead of the EA does not increase efficiency.
Now move on to some items that may be more difficult to drop, but can be dropped and your EA will still be legally sufficient:
· Decision Framework
· Public Involvement: a brief summary is required in the decision notice (Section 43.21). More detailed information can be in the record.
· Comparison of Alternatives 
Should I include appendices?
Appendices should be discouraged unless they are truly essential for understanding the information in the analysis. For example, attaching the biological evaluation as an appendix is usually unnecessary and that information should be placed in the project record. CEQ guidance stresses using incorporation by reference to keep EAs concise.
Other items that often appear as appendices are usually not necessary in an EA and instead can be in the project record. Examples include responses to comments, species lists, forest plan standards and guidelines, etc.
What format should I use?
There is no required format for an EA so consider using the format that best displays the information clearly and concisely. The format can be in a question and answer style, the information can be provided in tables, or a combination of text, question and answer, and tables. Don’t limit yourself just because you have not used a particular format before. Think about what the responsible official really needs to know to make a decision and the best way to share that information with the public. 
What other “tips” are there for writing an EA?
Do not use the term “significant issue” in an EA. That term is only to be used in relation to an EIS (FSH 1909.15, Section 12.41). Try using “relevant” issues or “unresolved conflicts” instead of significant issue.
Focus and structure your analysis in the EA around the information you used to reach your conclusions and necessary to inform the decision. This speaks to the framework for analysis (FSH 1909.15, Section 12.3). The better you define measurement indicators and analysis boundaries, the more concise your analysis. Think about what evidence you need to ultimately inform your decision. The cause and effect considerations completed during the issues development will also help you focus your effects analysis.
There is no requirement for an EA to include a discussion of alternatives considered but eliminated from detailed study, however, if you elect to not put it in the EA that information should be in the project record. (FSH 1909.15, Chapter 14, Section 14.4)
Save yourself some work--tier to other EISs or EAs (Section 42.1) or incorporate by reference information such as resource analyses, inventories, etc. (Section 42.2).
The bottom line
We need to go back to the basics of what CEQ intended an EA to be and examine what EAs have become. Part of the increasing size of EAs is due to lawsuits and concerns about defensibility. If your EA starts to resemble an EIS perhaps you actually need an EIS. In a time of shrinking budgets and reduced staffing we need to re-think our approach. We believe the time and energy we are devoting to many EAs can be reduced. For us to accomplish a refocusing of our efforts, we are going to have to change the way line officers, NEPA coordinators, IDT leaders, resource specialists, and even the public think about our EAs. We will also have to work with OGC so they understand this renewed effort to simplify our EAs. The end product will be a more concise and readable document for the responsible official and the public that truly focuses on what is relevant to the proposal and its effects.
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