			August 10, 2016
Tips for Resource Specialists:
Focusing the Analysis for Environmental Assessments* (EAs)*

IntroductionThe EA:
(i)  Shall briefly provide sufficient evidence and analysis, including the environmental impacts of the proposed action and alternative(s), to determine whether to prepare either an EIS or a finding of no significant impact (FONSI).  (40 CFR 1508.9)


	
Resource specialists continually face a dilemma of how detailed to make their environmental analyses. The depth of analysis by resource specialists for EAs should normally be substantially less than that for an EIS. It is strongly recommended that prior to beginning any work on an EA, each resource specialist reviews the white paper, How to Focus Your Environmental Assessment - Recommendations and Best Practices (December 12, 2012) developed by the Forest Service Focused EA Learning Team. The overall goal when doing an EA is to not only have a concise NEPA document, but to have focused input from the resource specialists that uses their time as efficiently as possible.

What can the responsible official do to help the resource specialists?
[image: ]
The responsible official needs to provide the interdisciplinary team (IDT) with expectations regarding the scope and depth of the analysis. Ideally, this can be done in person or via the project initiation letter (PIL). The responsible official also helps by: 
· Confirming the purpose and need;
· Approving the issues to be further analyzed;
· Determining what information and what level of detail the responsible official needs to make a decision.





[image: ]How do I get started?
Make sure you fully understand the purpose and need and the proposed action. Identify issues early and have the IDT meet prior to public scoping and determine what the issues might be as they relate to the ten context and intensity factors   identified in the Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI). [FSH 1909.15, Chapter 10, section 15]
It is recommended that the IDT review each of the intensity factors in the FONSI as a group so everyone can understand the initial issues that really need to be addressed in the EA. Only a few, at most, of the ten factors will likely generate issues for discussion in the EA. Of those few issues, determine which ones will require more analysis to reach a conclusion about the significance of the effects. If it turns out that a FONSI is not possible, the start of the analysis is the best time to find out. If the team determines that a FONSI may not be appropriate at any other point in the analysis, they must immediately notify the responsible official.
There is no requirement to state why a resource is not analyzed in the EA. However, you may find it helpful to briefly state that. If you do so, you can provide an email or other information to the IDT leader or responsible official explaining why further analysis is not necessary (e.g. resource is not in the project area, effects are clearly minimal, etc.). That information can be useful in the project record, particularly if a member of the public raised a resource concern during a designated opportunity for public comment.

At some point in the analysis, you will have a pretty good idea of what conclusion you will be making. Start with the conclusion about effects to your resource (e.g. negligible, minor effects) and provide enough evidence to support your conclusion and make sure you explain why you reached that conclusion. If there are concerns about the level of effect, make sure to discuss this with the IDT leader and the responsible official. The responsible official makes the determination of significance.


[image: ]How do I respond to internal and external scoping in my analysis?

Identify cause and effect relationships to determine relevant issues for your project. Make sure any issues that are identified for further analysis are truly meaningful to the decision being made. 

Identify what specifically is the concern as expressed in the issue statement (e.g. loss of woodpecker nesting habitat) and focus on that. If breeding habitat for woodpeckers is not a concern, don’t devote energy writing about it. Remember, the environmental analysis should only reflect the amount of information to respond to the issue or make a finding.

Effect
Cause

Cutting trees > 20” dbh during commercial thinning	may adversely affect woodpecker nesting habitat





Resolve internal issues before the proposed action is finalized. External issues may be resolved by modifying project design or developing project design features or mitigation to reduce effects. If an issue cannot be resolved otherwise, develop an alternative to the proposed action that specifically addresses the issue by reducing or eliminating the unwanted effects. Keep in mind that each new alternative increases analysis time and complexity to the EA. 


Do I even need a specialist report?

[image: ]There are no Council of Environmental Quality or Forest Service requirements for specialist reports so if you are doing a whole separate report, ask yourself why. You can save yourself a lot of time by “writing to support your finding in the FONSI.” This means providing evidence to support your conclusions and enable the responsible official to make a decision regarding significance. The information you provide can go directly into the EA. The purpose of focusing the 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 specialist report instead of the EA does not increase efficiency. 

In addition, the responsible official should mention --either in the PIL or directly with the IDT—that the use of a template may be helpful, and clearly communicate what the responsible official believes to be the most appropriate level of analysis for a particular project. Without that discussion, specialists may be inclined to use what they have in the past, including formats for EISs that are not appropriate for EAs.

What other specific findings do I need to make for my resource?

[image: ]Ask yourself what information is required to discuss in your environmental analysis and why. For example, determine whether your forest plan or other FSM/FSH guidance requires you to do additional analysis. 

You may need to make a specific finding required by another law related to your resource (e.g. ESA “no effect,” ”not likely to affect,” “may adversely affect”) but that may not have a direct link to whether it is significant from a NEPA standpoint. If that’s the case, make sure your wording is very clear so there is no confusion about what constitutes NEPA significance. Remember, NEPA significance is a function of context and intensity.
[image: ]
One way to think of how much to write is to use a traffic light analogy. If the light is green, there is little or no risk to a resource (no issue) and you should not be writing much, if anything, about it. A green light might also be when the project overlaps with the nesting habitat, but the effects are negligible or minor. If the light is yellow, you may be approaching significance and you will have to provide more information about the context and intensity of the effects to the resource. A red light means there are concerns that the effects to the resource may be, or are, significant. If that’s the case, the responsible official will begin the EIS process.
Using the traffic light analogy and the woodpecker nesting habitat example, the light might be “yellow” regarding significance because of the concern about removal of trees greater than 20” dbh. However, the use of mitigation to prevent trees greater than 20” dbh from harvest may change the light to “green.” Make sure to provide evidence why the mitigation will work.

What about the Affected Environment section?
[image: ]An EA does not require an affected environment section or a no-action alternative. [FSH 1909.15, Chapter 40, section 41.22] However, if effects are likely to occur to your resource, some ways to provide context and intensity that focus directly on the issues and concerns related to the FONSI include: 
· Contrasting the proposed action effects with those of the no action alternative (if you have one);
· Discussing baseline conditions in the proposed action effects section;
· Including a separate affected environment section.







Consideration of context provides the evidence needed to determine significance. Using the previous example, if the concern is about woodpecker nesting habitat, don’t devote energy writing about breeding, overwintering, or other woodpecker habitat. 

Should I use a template?
The key questions to ask yourself are:  · “Would a template help improve the efficiency of this project?”
·  If yes, then “is the Forest Service EA/FONSI template good enough or would a different template work better for your project?”





Use of a template may be useful and can be modified to the specific level of detail for your EA. A template can also help you get organized, keep you focused, and prevent you from “missing” some information, or not treating all the alternatives equally. For example, are your appropriate measures for each issue (e.g. speed, duration, magnitude, etc.) included, and conclusions made for each alternative, etc.? Each team member should use the same template although it is possible that one resource may need to modify the template while other resources would not. Whatever format is used, the goal is to have resource specialists put the necessary material directly into the EA. 
When using a template, carefully consider what information needs to be included. Each project is unique and should be based on the issues raised in the analysis.

Examples of templates for resource specialists can be found at: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]NEPA Learning Teams
Contact your local NEPA coordinator to see additional templates with more specific information that other regions and forests have developed. 
What are some examples of how IDTs have streamlined the EA process?
Past NEPA practitioners have used a variety of techniques to simplify the EA process. Some of these approaches include:
· Going to the project site with the IDT and then the IDT leader notes the questions and concerns and writes the EA (after checking with the specialists that the information is correct);
· Doing a verbal environmental analysis as an IDT first and then writing the EA;
· Writing a brief summary with a conclusion, and rationale;
· Putting the conclusion up front and the supporting analysis below;
· Using a tabular format to show the analysis;
· Displaying the analysis in a series of bullet statements.


[image: ]




The bottom line

The Bottom Line
Remember—each project has its own unique aspects when considering how to approach the analysis. Your responsible official may direct you to include more information for one EA versus a different EA depending on risk, the type of comments received, etc. Stay flexible!






*This document was developed by the Forest Service Focused EA Learning Team and does not represent policy. It is intended to serve as a source of ideas and thoughts for approaches to meet the intent of NEPA based upon our learning experiences. Ideally, it will serve as a “living” document that will be updated periodically to reflect additional learning through time. 
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A good example has
twice the value of
good advice..




