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Summary 
Palo Alto Battlefield National Historic Site proposes to establish a linkage with the City of Brownsville’s planned hike-bike trail.  The access would provide a connection between the park and the eight mile long trail that will extend along an abandoned rail corridor into downtown Brownsville.  Palo Alto will become the northern terminus of the trail, which will link the park with the City’s Mitte Cultural District—which includes the Cameron County Courthouse, Dean Porter Park, Gladys Porter Zoo, Brownsville Childrens Museum, Historic Brownsville Museum, and the Pan American Roundtable Museum.  The trail will also provide access to the Resaca de la Palma Battlefield National Historic Landmark.

This Environmental Assessment evaluates three alternatives; a no action alternative,  an action alternative that links the park to the trail along the corridor that follows highway FM 1847 and an action alternative that would link Palo Alto to the trail by a route that cuts through the southwest corner of the park.  The no action alternative is used as a baseline assessment, and assumes that no construction will take place.  Nevertheless, it is important to note that, if the NPS takes no action, the trail will be built along the FM 1847 route.  

This Environmental Assessment has been prepared in compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) to provide the decision-making framework that 1) analyzes a reasonable range of alternatives to meet project objectives, 2) evaluates potential issues and impacts to Palo Alto Battlefield’s resources and values, and 3) identifies mitigation measures to lessen the degree or extent of these impacts.  Resource topics that have been addressed in this document because the resultant impacts may be greater-than-minor include soils, vegetation, visitor use and experience, and park operations.  All other resource topics have been dismissed because the project would result in negligible or minor effects to those resources.  No major effects are anticipated as a result of this project.  Public scoping was conducted to assist with the development of this document, and the majority of respondents supported the project.

Public Comment

If you wish to comment on the Environmental Assessment, you may mail comments to the name and address below.  This Environmental Assessment will be on public review for 30 days.  Please note that names and addresses of people who comment become part of the public record.  If you wish us to withhold your name and/or address, you must state this prominently at the beginning of your comment.  We will make all submissions from organizations, businesses, and from individuals identifying themselves as representatives or officials of organizations or businesses available for public inspection in their entirety.

Myrna Palfrey

Superintendent

Palo Alto Battlefield National Historic Site

1623 Central Boulevard, #213

Brownsville, TX 78520-8326
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PURPOSE AND NEED  

Introduction 

Palo Alto Battlefield National Historic Site is located in Brownsville, Texas—at the southernmost tip of Texas.  The park was dedicated on November 10, 1978 for the preservation, commemoration, and interpretation of the first major battle of the Mexican-American War.  Palo Alto Battlefield National Historic Site (henceforth referred to as Palo Alto) was originally established at 50 acres, but was expanded to 3,400 acres on June 23, 1992.  The most significant natural and cultural resource at Palo Alto is the broad prairie upon which the historic encounter took place between General Zachary Taylor’s American soldiers and General Mariano Arista’s Mexican troops on May 8, 1846. 

The purpose of this Environmental Assessment is to examine the environmental impacts associated with constructing a trail to connect the parking entrance road and parking area with the City of Brownsville’s hike-bike trail.  This Environmental Assessment has been prepared in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969, regulations of the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) (40 CFR 1508.9), and the National Park Service Director’s Order (DO)-12 (Conservation Planning, Environmental Impact Analysis, and Decision-making).  

Purpose and Need

Palo Alto Battlefield National Historic Site is seeking to establish a linkage between the park and the 8-mile-log Brownsville hike-bike trail.   The City of Brownsville, in conjunction with the Texas Department of Transportation , is constructing a route that will extend from downtown Brownsville, along an abandoned rail corridor and end at a point adjacent to the Palo Alto Battlefield.  By linking to this trail, the Park will establish a direct tie between Palo Alto and other cultural sites and visitor attractions of the region, including museums, parks, the zoo and the nearby Resaca de la Palma battlefield, which is directly associated with the battle of Palo Alto.  The trail will also connect the Park with many schools and residential areas of the City.

The trail is needed for a variety of reasons.   At present the park is only accessible via Highway 1847 north of Brownsville.  This route is heavily traveled by motor vehicles, has a posted speed limit of 65 miles per hour, and is not safe for bicyclists and pedestrians.  Construction of a hike-bike trail will provide a new, safe, and environmentally friendly way to visit the park.  The connection to the downtown and neighborhoods also will increase local awareness of the park and encourage visitation.  By linking numerous sites along an interpretive trail, the route will encourage a higher level of regional and national tourists—allowing the park to further spread its message.   The trail will increase visitor opportunities and enjoyment at the park.  Finally, through the use of trailhead interpretation for arriving and departing visitors, the trail will afford the park a better opportunity to detail the linkage between the battle of Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma and points along the Rio Grande.

Figure 1 – Location of Proposed Trails
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Relationship of the Proposed Action to Previous Planning Efforts

The proposal to provide a pedestrian linkage between the Palo Alto  and other local sites is consistent with National Park Service Management Policies (NPS 2000a).  These policies call for protecting the integrity of natural resources, process, systems, and values of the park while providing opportunities for visitors to enjoy the parks.  These policies also indicate that the National Park Service should work cooperatively with surrounding landowners to accomplish these goals.

The proposed trail—with its linkage to the Resaca de la Palma Battlefield--also is consistent with the Palo Alto Battlefield National Historic Site Act of 1992 and the Park’s General Management Plan, both of which call for the Park to work closely with other sites from the U.S.—Mexican War.

Scoping  

Scoping is a process to identify the resources that may be affected by a project proposal, and to explore possible alternative ways of achieving the proposal while minimizing adverse impacts.  Palo Alto Battlefield conducted both internal scoping with appropriate National Park Service staff and external scoping with interested/affected groups and agencies.

Internal scoping to discuss linkage to the trail was conducted by an interdisciplinary team of professionals from Palo Alto Battlefield.  Interdisciplinary team members met in June of 2004 to discuss the purpose and need for the project; various alternatives; potential environmental impacts; past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future projects that may have cumulative effects; and possible mitigation measures.  Over the course of the project, team members also conducted site visits to view and evaluate the proposal and the options for linking to the hike-bike trail.

External scoping has involved numerous meetings with groups involved in the project, including the City of Brownsville, the Brownsville Community Foundation, the Texas Department of Transportation, the U.S Fish and Wildlife Service, and various friends of the park.

Construction of the Brownsville hike-bike is a project of the City of Brownsville and the Texas Department of Transportation.  These entities conducted extensive public scoping during 1998 and 1999.

Impact Topics Retained for Further Analysis 

Impact topics for this project have been identified on the basis of federal laws, regulations, and orders; National Park Service 2001 Management Policies; and National Park Service knowledge of resources at Palo Alto Battlefield.  Impact topics that are carried forward for further analysis in this Environmental Assessment are listed below along with the reasons why the impact topic is further analyzed.  For each of these topics, the following text also describes the existing setting or baseline conditions (i.e. affected environment) within the project area.  This information will be used to analyze impacts against the current conditions of the project area in the Environmental Consequences chapter.  

Soils 

According to the National Park Service’s 2001 Management Policies, the National Park Service will preserve and protect geologic resources and features from adverse effects of human activity, while allowing natural processes to continue (NPS 2000a).  These policies also state that the National Park Service will strive to understand and preserve the soil resources of park units and to prevent, to the extent possible, the unnatural erosion, physical removal, or contamination of the soil, or its contamination of other resources.  

Since trail construction may require some movement  of soil or addition of fills to the Park, this impact topic will be retained for further analysis.

Vegetation 

According to the National Park Service’s 2001 Management Policies, the National Park Service strives to maintain all components and processes of naturally evolving park unit ecosystems, including the natural abundance, diversity, and ecological integrity of plants (NPS 2000a).  The proposed trail routes to provide access to the park will affect small areas of vegetation.  Species that will see an impact include brushy species mesquite, spiny hackberry or granjeno (Celtis pallida), Texas ebony (Pithecellobium flexicaule),  and prickly pear (Opuntia lindheimeri).  Prairie plants affected include cordgrass or sacahuista (Spartina spartinae) dominates in both pure and mixed stands called sacatal, and Sea ox eye (Borrichia frutescens).

The proposed project would include constructing a trail that would require the removal of some vegetation.  Long-term use of the trail would likely prohibit regrowth of this vegetation.  These actions are considered to have measurable effects; therefore, the topic of vegetation will be carried forward for further analysis.

Special Status Species

The Endangered Species Act of 1973 requires examination of impacts on all federally-listed threatened, endangered, and candidate species.  Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act requires all federal agencies to consult with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (or designated representative) to ensure that any action authorized, funded, or carried out by the agency does not jeopardize the continued existence of listed species or critical habitats.  In addition, the 2001 Management Policies and Director’s Order #77: Natural Resources Protection require the National Park Service to examine the impacts on federal candidate species, as well as state-listed threatened, endangered, candidate, rare, declining, and sensitive wildlife and vegetation species (NPS 2000a).  For the purposes of this analysis, the Park has relied on recent inventories to determine species known to inhabit the Park.  The Park has also contacted the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to determine those federal and state-listed species that could potentially occur on or near the project area. 
Plants: There are no federally listed threatened plant species for Cameron County, Texas, but there are three endangered plant species for the county, based on historic occurrences (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 2004; Texas Parks & Wildlife Division (TPWD) 2004).  However, there are no known present occurrences of these three plant species in Cameron County (TPWD 2004), and in the most recent complete survey, none of these three species were found at Palo Alto (Richard & Richardson 1993).  There are about 65 plant species of concern for the Lower Rio Grande Valley, including those listed by Federal, state, and independent conservation organizations (Farmer 1992).  Surveys show no plants of concern in the affected area.  An additional walkover by employees of the Environmental Section of the Texas Department of Transportation in the Fall of 2004 revealed no endangered or threatened plants in the proposed project area.

Wildlife: There are thirteen federally listed wildlife species in Cameron County, however many of these species require habitat that does not exist at Palo Alto, or have never been identified in or around the park.  No threatened or endangered species currently inhabit the park, but there is transient use of the park by the northern aplomado falcon (Falco femoralis septentrionalis).  Additionally, about 70 wildlife species of concern are found in the Lower Rio Grande Valley.  Texas Botteri’s sparrow (Aimophila botterii texana) is a state listed species that has been seen in Palo Alto during its breeding season.  In addition, although there has never been a verified sighting of a jaguarundi or ocelot at the park, there is a negligible possibility of transient use of the park by the endangered ocelot (Leopardus pardalis), and Gulf Coast jaguarundi (Herpailurus yagouaroundi cacomitli), which are occasionally seen in Cameron County.  Therefore, although there are no federally listed threatened or endangered wildlife species residing and / or breeding at Palo Alto based on current data, the more general topic of wildlife species of special concern has been included in this document, because the short-term transitory use of habitat by these species may be affected by the management actions or their results. 

Visitor Use and Experience

According to the 2001 Management Policies, the enjoyment of park resources and values by people is part of the fundamental purpose of all park units (NPS 2000a).  The National Park Service is committed to providing appropriate, high quality opportunities for visitors to enjoy the parks, and will maintain within the parks an atmosphere that is open, inviting, and accessible to every segment of society.  Further, the National Park Service will provide opportunities for forms of enjoyment that are uniquely suited and appropriate to the superlative natural and cultural resources found in the parks.  The National Park Service 2001 Management Policies also state that scenic views and visual resources are considered highly valued associated characteristics that the National Park Service should strive to protect (NPS 2000a).  

Palo Alto Battlefield began full operations at the Park in January 2004.  Visitation for the Park is gradually developing with annual visitation in the first year of operation at 28,000.  The busiest months for visitation to the Park are December-April.  

Since much of the current visitation to the Park comes from winter visitors or “Winter Texans, “ the park has focused on developing a local and regional visitation base.  To help draw more visitors, the park is seeking to provide additional programs, more services, and a wider range of ways to access the park.  

At present, Palo Alto offers a visitor center with exhibits, a one-mile walking trail, and a battlefield overlook.  Linkage to the battlefield trail would provide additional trail connection to the Resaca de la Palma site and other attractions.  It will also encourage access to the park by pedestrians and cyclists.  Since the trail will introduce access, safety, and use issues, this topic is carried forward for further analysis.

Wildlife 

According to the National Park Service’s 2001 Management Policies, the National Park Service strives to maintain all components and processes of naturally evolving park unit ecosystems, including the natural abundance, diversity, and ecological integrity of animals (NPS 2000a).  

The Lower Rio Grande Valley supports diverse wildlife due to the variety of habitat within the region.  Over 500 vertebrates are regular inhabitants of the region, and over 700 have been found there.  The most recent complete faunal survey of Palo Alto was carried out a decade ago (Richard & Richardson 1993).  It documents the presence of ten fish species, 21 amphibians and reptiles, 11 mammals, and 84 bird species, only four of which are considered transient or migratory.  The diversity of vegetation at Palo Alto is an important driver of the wildlife diversity found there.  In the Tamaulipan brush zones, fauna feed on species such as prickly pear, spiny hackberry, and grass seeds.  Mesquite and cacti are present in the Tamaulipan brush.  The brush zone provides habitat for wildlife species and for insects that serve as food for birds and omnivores.  In the salt prairie zones, sea ox eye and gulf cordgrass are important sources of food for insects, fiddler crabs, and land snails.  In turn, these species support willets (Catoptrophorus semipalmatus), long-billed curlews (Numenuis americanus), horned larks (Eremophilia alpestris), kestrels (Falcon sparverius), and lizards.  Larger fauna that are found at Palo Alto include Texas tortoise (Goherus berlandieri), Texas patch-nosed snake (Salvadora grahamiae lineata), black-tailed jack rabbit (Lepus californicus), nine-banded armadillo (Dasypus novemcinctus), javelina (Dicotyles tajacau) and coyote (Canis latrans).  See Richard & Richardson 1993 for an extensive survey of the fauna of Palo Alto.  

Construction of a trail would affect only a very small portion of the park and will have minimal impact on wildlife.  Construction activities on the trail, work crews, and the placement of staging (material) areas would also have temporary adverse impacts on wildlife to a minor degree; however, these effects would last only as long as the construction period.  Dust and noise would increase which may disturb wildlife in the general area , and would be temporary, lasting only as long as construction.  Because interested parties have expressed concern about possible fragmentation of habitat, this topic has been carried over for further analysis in this document.

Impact Topics Dismissed From Further Analysis  

Some impact topics have been dismissed from further consideration, as listed below.  The rationale for dismissing these specific topics is stated for each resource.

Water Resources

National Park Service policies require protection of water quality consistent with the Clean Water Act.  The purpose of the Clean Water Act is to "restore and maintain the chemical, physical, and biological integrity of the Nation's waters".  To enact this goal, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has been charged with evaluating federal actions that result in potential degradation of waters of the United States and issuing permits for actions consistent with the Clean Water Act.  The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency also has responsibility for oversight and review of permits and actions, which affect waters of the United States.  

The proposed project area does not contain surface waters, and is mostly dry, except for periodic runoff during storm events.  A few intermittent drainages run through the area, and the new trail will likely follow the bed of drainages in some areas.  This is expected to affect water resources to a negligible degree due to foot traffic which will further loosen the channel bed, and increase erosion during the next runoff.  To assist with erosion and water quality, disturbed areas would be revegetated and recontoured following construction.  Erosion of soils is further addressed under the topic Geology and Soils, which is carried forward for further analysis.  Water quality, water quantity, and drinking water are not expected to be affected by the project.  Because the project results in negligible effects to water resources, this topic has been dismissed from further consideration.

Wetlands 

For regulatory purposes under the Clean Water Act, the term wetlands means "those areas that are inundated or saturated by surface or ground water at a frequency and duration sufficient to support, and that under normal circumstances do support, a prevalence of vegetation typically adapted for life in saturated soil conditions. Wetlands generally include swamps, marshes, bogs and similar areas."

Executive Order 11990 Protection of Wetlands requires federal agencies to avoid, where possible, adversely impacting wetlands.  Further, Section 404 of the Clean Water Act authorizes the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to prohibit or regulate, through a permitting process, discharge or dredged or fill material or excavation within waters of the United States.  National Park Service policies for wetlands as stated in 2001 Management Policies and Director’s Order #77-1: Wetlands Protection, strive to prevent the loss or degradation of wetlands and to preserve and enhance the natural and beneficial values of wetlands (NPS 2000a, NPS 2002).  In accordance with DO 77-1 Wetlands Protection, proposed actions that have the potential to adversely impact wetlands must be addressed in a Statement of Findings for wetlands.  No wetlands are located in the project area; therefore, a Statement of Findings for wetlands will not be prepared, and the topic of wetlands has been dismissed from further consideration. 

Floodplains 

Executive Order 11988 Floodplain Management requires all federal agencies to avoid construction within the 100-year floodplain unless no other practicable alternative exists.  The National Park Service under 2001 Management Policies and Director’s Order #77-2: Floodplain Management will strive to preserve floodplain values and minimize hazardous floodplain conditions.  According to Director’s Order #77-2: Floodplain Management, certain construction within a 100-year floodplain requires preparation of a statement of findings for floodplains (NPS 2000a, NPS 2003).  No floodplains are located in the project area; therefore, a Statement of Findings for floodplains will not be prepared, and the topic of floodplains has been dismissed from further consideration.

Wilderness

According to the National Park Service’s 2001 Management Policies, the National Park Service will evaluate all lands it administers for their suitability for inclusion within the national wilderness preservation system, and for those lands that possess wilderness characteristics, no action will be taken that would diminish wilderness suitability (NPS 2000a).  According to the 1964 Wilderness Act which established the national wilderness preservation system, wilderness is defined as, “…an area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain.”

There is no Congressionally designated wilderness at Palo Alto Battlefield, and the topic of wilderness has been dismissed from further consideration.

Historic Structures

Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended in 1992 (16 USC 470 et seq.); the National Park Service’s Director’s Order #28: Cultural Resource Management Guideline; and National Park Service 2001 Management Policies (NPS 2000a) require the consideration of impacts on historic properties that are listed or eligible to be listed in the National Register of Historic Places.  The National Register is the nation’s inventory of historic places and the national repository of documentation on property types and their significance.  The above-mentioned policies and regulations require federal agencies to coordinate consultation with State Historic Preservation Officers regarding the potential effects to properties listed on or eligible for the National Register of Historic Places.

The National Park Service, as steward of many of America's most important cultural resources, is charged to preserve historic properties for the enjoyment of present and future generations.  Management decisions and activities throughout the National Park Service must reflect awareness of the irreplaceable nature of these resources.  The National Park Service will protect and manage cultural resources in its custody through effective research, planning, and stewardship and in accordance with the policies and principles contained in the 2001 Management Policies and Director’s Order #28: Cultural Resource Management (NPS 1998). 

There are no historic structures in the project area or within the park.  Therefore,  historic structures have been dismissed from further consideration. 

Archeological Resources 

In addition to the National Historic Preservation Act and the National Park Service 2001 Management Policies (NPS 2000a), the National Park Service’s Director’s Order #28A: Archeology (NPS 2004), affirms a long-term commitment to the appropriate investigation, documentation, preservation, interpretation, and protection of archeological resources inside units of the National Park System.  As one of the principal stewards of America's heritage, the National Park Service is charged with the preservation of the commemorative, educational, scientific, and traditional cultural values of archeological resources for the benefit and enjoyment of present and future generations.  Archeological resources are nonrenewable and irreplaceable, so it is important that all management decisions and activities throughout the National Park Service reflect a commitment to the conservation of archeological resources as elements of our national heritage. 

The areas designated for trail construction contain no known archeological resources.  In the park’s 1998 General Management Plan, this area was designated as one suitable for development since it lies outside of the designated core battlefield area.  Nevertheless, the path of the proposed trail lies within the National Historic Landmark designated in 1962.  For this reason, the park conducted a metal detector survey of this area in May of 2005.  This study uncovered no battle-related artifacts and indicated that a trail would cause no adverse effects to cultural resources.  Moreover, since the trail will be constructed entirely above ground-level, using fill materials, no subsurface disruption is anticipated.  The Texas Historic Commission has already concurred with proposals to construct the trail in either location, with park monitoring, so this topic has been dismissed from further analysis.  

Cultural Landscapes

According to the National Park Service’s Director’s Order #28: Cultural Resource Management Guideline, a cultural landscape is a reflection of human adaptation and use of natural resources, and is often expressed in the way land is organized and divided, patterns of settlement, land use, systems of circulation, and the types of structures that are built (NPS 1998).  The park’s 1998 General Management Plan determined that the project area lies outside of significant cultural landscapes and designated the area as one suitable for development.  Therefore, this topic has been dismissed from further consideration.

Ethnographic Resources

National Park Service Director’s Order #28: Cultural Resource Management, defines ethnographic resources as any site, structure, object, landscape, or natural resource feature assigned traditional legendary, religious, subsistence, or other significance in the cultural system of a group traditionally associated with it (NPS 1998).  According to DO-28 and Executive Order 13007 on sacred sites, the National Park Service should try to preserve and protect ethnographic resources.  No ethnographic resources are known to exist in the proposed project area.  For this reason, this topic has been dismissed from further consideration.

Museum Collections 

According to Director’s Order #24: Museum Collections Management, the National Park Service requires the consideration of impacts on museum collections (historic artifacts, natural specimens, and archival and manuscript material), and provides further policy guidance, standards, and requirements for preserving, protecting, documenting, and providing access to, and use of, National Park Service museum collections (NPS 2004b).  The proposed project will not disturb any curatorial facilities or contribute any additional collections to curatorial facilities; therefore museum collections at Palo Alto Battlefield will not be affected by the proposed project, and this topic has been dismissed from further analysis.

Air Quality 

The Clean Air Act of 1963 (42 U.S.C. 7401 et seq.) was established to promote the public health and welfare by protecting and enhancing the nation’s air quality.  The act establishes specific programs that provide special protection for air resources and air quality related values associated with National Park Service units.  Section 118 of the Clean Air Act requires a park unit to meet all federal, state, and local air pollution standards.  Palo Alto Battlefield is designated as a Class II air quality area under the Clean Air Act.  A Class II designation indicates the maximum allowable increase in concentrations of pollutants over baseline concentrations of sulfur dioxide and particulate matter as specified in Section 163 of the Clean Air Act.  Further, the Clean Air Act provides that the federal land manager has an affirmative responsibility to protect air quality related values (including visibility, plants, animals, soils, water quality, cultural resources, and visitor health) from adverse pollution impacts.

Construction activities such as hauling materials and operating equipment could result in temporary increases of vehicle exhaust, emissions, and fugitive dust in the general project area.  Any exhaust, emissions, and fugitive dust generated from construction activities would be temporary and localized, and would likely dissipate.  Exhaust would not be significantly higher than that emanating from the adjacent highway.  Overall, the project could result in a negligible degradation of local air quality, and such effects would be temporary, lasting only as long as construction activities are being conducted.  Therefore, air quality has been dismissed from further consideration.

Soundscape Management 

In accordance with 2001 Management Policies and Director’s Order #47: Sound Preservation and Noise Management, an important component of the National Park Service’s mission is the preservation of natural soundscapes associated with national park units (NPS 2000a,b).  Natural soundscapes exist in the absence of human-caused sound.  The natural ambient soundscape is the aggregate of all the natural sounds that occur in park units, together with the physical capacity for transmitting natural sounds.  Natural sounds occur within and beyond the range of sounds that humans can perceive and can be transmitted through air, water, or solid materials.  The frequencies, magnitudes, and durations of human-caused sound considered acceptable varies among National Park Service units as well as potentially throughout each park unit, being generally greater in developed areas and less in undeveloped areas.

The soundscape along the southern and western boundaries of Palo Alto Battlefield is comprised of both manmade and natural sounds.  Because the proposed project is in direct proximity to two major highways, there is significant vehicular traffic and associated noise.  Natural sounds in the area include birds, wildlife, and wind.   

This project would not contribute to long-term impacts to the soundscape at Palo Alto Battlefield.  The proposed project would likely have temporary impacts to the soundscape while construction activities are conducted, such as human-caused sounds from equipment, vehicular traffic, and people.  Any sounds generated during the construction of the proposed trail would be temporary, lasting only as long as the activity is producing the sounds, and would have a negligible adverse impact on visitors and employees.  Therefore, the topic of soundscape management was dismissed from further consideration.

Lightscape Management 

In accordance with 2001 Management Policies, the National Park Service strives to preserve natural ambient landscapes, which are natural resources and values that exist in the absence of human caused light (NPS 2000a).  Palo Alto Battlefield strives to limit the use of artificial outdoor lighting to that which is necessary for basic safety requirements.  The Park also strives to ensure that all outdoor lighting is shielded to the maximum extent possible, to keep light on the intended subject and out of the night sky.  The residential communities adjacent to the Park are the primary sources of light at the Park.  No exterior lighting is proposed for this project and no impacts to the lightscape are expected; therefore, this topic has been dismissed from further consideration.

Socioeconomics

The proposed action would neither change local and regional land use nor appreciably impact local businesses or other agencies.  Construction will be contracted and managed by the City of Brownsville.  Any increase in workforce revenue, however, would be temporary and negligible and this topic has been dismissed from further consideration.

Prime and Unique Farmlands 

The Farmland Protection Policy Act of 1981, as amended, requires federal agencies to consider adverse effects to prime and unique farmlands that would result in the conversion of these lands to non-agricultural uses.  Prime or unique farmland is classified by the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Natural Resources Conservation Service, and is defined as soil that particularly produces general crops such as common foods, forage, fiber, and oil seed; unique farmland produces specialty crops such as fruits, vegetables, and nuts.  In order to be considered prime and unique, the farmland must be irrigated.  The Park, and specifically the project area does not irrigate any of its lands; and, therefore does not contain prime or unique farmlands.  Therefore, the topic of prime and unique farmlands has been dismissed from further consideration.

Indian Trust Resources 

Secretarial Order 3175 requires that any anticipated impacts to Indian trust resources from a proposed project or action by the Department of Interior agencies be explicitly addressed in environmental documents.  The federal Indian trust responsibility is a legally enforceable fiduciary obligation on the part of the United States to protect tribal lands, assets, resources, and treaty rights, and it represents a duty to carry out the mandates of federal law with respect to American Indian and Alaska Native tribes.  There are no Indian trust resources at Palo Alto Battlefield.  The lands comprising the Park are not held in trust by the Secretary of the Interior for the benefit of Indians due to their status as Indians.  Therefore, the project would have no effects on Indian trust resources, and this topic has been dismissed from further consideration.

Environmental Justice 

Executive Order 12898 General Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low‑Income Populations requires all federal agencies to incorporate environmental justice into their missions by identifying and addressing disproportionately high and adverse human health or environmental effects of their programs and policies on minorities and low‑income populations and communities.  Because the newly constructed trail would be available for use by all people regardless of race or income, and the construction workforces would not be hired based on their race or income, the proposed action would not have disproportionate health or environmental effects on minorities or low‑income populations or communities.  Therefore, environmental justice has been dismissed from further consideration.

 ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

During April of 2005, an interdisciplinary team of National Park Service employees met for the purpose of developing project alternatives.  This meeting resulted in the definition of project objectives as described in the Purpose and Need, and a list of alternatives that could potentially meet these objectives.  

A total of four action alternatives and the no action alternative were originally identified for this project.  Of these, three of the action alternatives were dismissed from further consideration for various reasons, as described later in this chapter.  One action alternative and the no action alternative are carried forward for further evaluation in this Environmental Assessment.  A summary table comparing alternative components is presented at the end of this chapter.

Alternatives Carried Forward

Alternative A – No Action 

Under this alternative, the park would take no actionto establish a connection to the Brownsville Hike-Bike Trail.  Visitors would only have access via FM1847.  It is important to note that no action on the part of the NPS will still result in the City of Brownsville constructing the trail along the edge of FM 1847 to the park entrance but without NPS coordination .

Alternative B – Construct Trail Along FM 1847 to the Park entrance 

Under this alternative, the Brownsville hike –bike trail would extend along FM 1847 in Brownsville, cross the intersection of FM 511, and continue along FM 1847 until reaching the park entrance.  The trail would lie immediately adjacent to the highway on the portion that runs along the park boundary.  Division from the highway would consist of a painted line between the pedestrian lane and the traffic lane. The trail would be approximately 300 meters long and 3 meters wide.   Because the trail will be constructed along highway right-of-way, the construction would follow Texas Department of Transportation standards.  Construction would involve removal and compaction of soil to a depth of 6-8” and fill with limestone, with a paved surface.  Bikers and hikers would enter the park via a common, existing roadway with no defined bike lane.  This trail would require removal of several low trees and brushy plants along the boundary of the park.

This alternative is based on preliminary designs and the best information available from the Texas Department of Transportation at the time of this writing.  

Alternative C – Construct Trail That Enters Palo Alto just north of highway FM 511 and travels through park property before merging with park entrance road.   

Under this alternative, the Brownsville hike –bike trail would extend along FM 1847 in Brownsville, cross the intersection of FM 511, then enter the Palo Alto Battlefield on a northeasterly course.  The trail would cross through a small corner of the park before linking with the park entrance road in the interior of the park.  The trail would be approximately 250 meters long and 3 meters wide.   Because the trail will merge with a portion of the park road that is one way, a specific hike/bike lane can be designated within the park.  The route will be separated from FM 1847 by a buffer of bush and open prairie.  The route will also require addition of another entrance gate into the park.

Construction would involve addition of compacted soil and limestone fill above the existing surface.  The added material would be separated from the existing by engineering fabric.  All fill would have to be devoid of invasive species and cultural artifacts.  Pavement would be placed on top of this elevated surface.

This alternative is based on preliminary designs and the best information available from the Texas Department of Transportation at the time of this writing.  

Alternatives Considered and Dismissed

The following alternative was considered for project implementation, but was ultimately dismissed from further analysis in this Environmental Assessment.  Reason for dismissal is provided in the following alternative description.  

· Link the Brownsville Trail to the Park via a route that runs directly from the FM 511/FM 1847 intersection to the park visitor center. – This alternative considered a more direct route to the park’s visitor center.  This route, however would have involved removal of substantial amounts of brush and would have extended for almost 450 meters.  Desire to preserve vegetation and habitat and to limit cost determined that this alternative should  not be carried further.  

Mitigation Measures 
The following mitigation measures have been developed to minimize the degree and/or severity of adverse effects, and would be adhered to during implementation of the preferred alternative:  

· Construction activities would be scheduled to minimize construction-related impacts upon visitors. Areas not under construction would remain accessible to visitors as much as is safely possible.

· All work would be contracted by the City of Brownsville, but any work within the park boundary will be monitored by NPS staff to ensure compliance with guidelines and rules.

· To minimize the amount of ground disturbance, staging and stockpiling areas would be located outside the park.

· Should construction unearth previously undiscovered cultural resources, work would be stopped in the area of any discovery and the park would consult with the state historic preservation officer and the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, as necessary, according to §36 CFR 800.13, Post Review Discoveries.  In the unlikely event that human remains are discovered during construction, provisions outlined in the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (1990) would be followed.

· The National Park Service would ensure that all workers are informed of the penalties for illegally collecting resources or intentionally damaging resources including biological soil crusts.  Construction workers and supervisors would be informed about the special sensitivity of the Park’s values and regulations.

Alternative Summaries

Table 1 summarizes the major components of Alternatives A B and C, and compares the ability of these alternatives to meet the project objectives (the objectives for this project are identified in the Purpose and Need chapter).  As shown in the following table, Alternative C meets each of the objectives identified for this project, while alternative B meets fewer of the standards and  the no action alternative does not meet these objectives.  

Table 1 – Summary of Extent to Which Each Alternative Meets Project Objectives

	Project Objectives 
	Alternative A – No Action
	Alternative B – 1847 Route
	Alternative C

Route through park

	Provide a connection to Brownsville hike-bike trail


	No trail connection would be constructed.
	Yes, provides connection to the trail
	Yes, provides connection to the trail

	Provide safe alternative access to the Park
	Highway would remain only point of access.
	No, Access would be very close to a busy highway and potentially dangerous.


	Yes, access would be separated from traffic and therefore safe

	Encourage visitation and increase awareness
	No.  No new trail would be constructed. No opportunity for increased visitation


	Yes.  A new trail would increase visitation and awareness.
	Yes.  A new trail would increase visitation and awareness.

	Develop interpretive link to Resaca de la Palma site
	No.  No new trail would be constructed. No opportunity for increased linkage


	Yes.  A new designated trail connection would provide a direct link to Resaca de la Palma.
	Yes.  A new designated trail connection would provide a direct link to Resaca de la Palma.

	Increase visitor opportunities and improve visitor enjoyment 
	No.  With no new trail, there are not increased visitor opportunities.  .
	Yes.  With a new trail, visitor opportunities increase.  
	Yes.  With a new trail, visitor opportunities increase.  


Table 2 summarizes the anticipated environmental impacts for Alternatives A, B and C.  Only those impact topics that have been carried forward for further analysis are included in this table.  The Environmental Consequences chapter provides a more detailed explanation of these impacts. 

Table 2 – Environmental Impact Summary by Alternative 

	Impact Topic
	Alternative A – No Action
	Alternative B – 1847 Route
	Alternative C

Route Through Park

Preferred

	Soils

	Without construction activities, the impact to soils would be beneficial and long-term because no ground disturbance would occur.  
	Construction of the new trail would result in the disturbance and loss of soils, having an overall minor to moderate, adverse effect to soils.  Project would introduce new fill in the form of limestone.    
	Construction of the new trail would result in the addition of new soil and limestone on top of ground surface, having an overall minor to moderate, adverse effect to soils.  

	Special Status Species
	Without construction no direct impacts will result
	Construction along highway corridor will have no noticeable impact on endangered species
	Route runs near habitat that is suitable for endangered species.  No endangered species, however, have been documented in the area and a minimum of habitat would be disturbed

	Vegetation
	Without construction activities, the impact to vegetation would be beneficial and long-term because no ground disturbance would occur.
	Construction of the new trail would result in the disturbance of vegetation along highway shoulder for a distance of 300 meters, mostly grasses and several mesquite trees.  This would have an overall minor to moderate, adverse effect to vegetation.  
	Construction of the new trail would result in the disturbance of vegetation along area of 250 meters, including some prairie grasses and a few brushy species (approx 6 plants). This would have an overall minor to moderate, adverse effect to vegetation.  

	Visitor Use and Experience
	With no construction, this alternative would have no effect to the visitor experience; however, in the long-term, visitors would continue using highway, facing traffic dangers and limiting bicycle and pedestrian access.

 
	Construction of the new trail connection would have short-term, minor, adverse effects to visitors from noise, dust, and disruption of solitude.  Beneficial effects of this alternative include increased access for pedestrians and bicycles but route along road poses safety issues and may discourage visitation via these means.



	Construction of the new trail connection would have short-term, minor, adverse effects to visitors from noise, dust, and disruption of solitude.  Beneficial effects of this alternative include increased access for pedestrians and bicycles and a much safer route of access into the park.  Also additional opportunities for interpretation at a trailhead within the park.

	Wildlife
	There would be no effect on wildlife in current park operations.  
	Implementation of this alternative would produce little more effect on wildlife than that caused by the existing highway.


	Implementation of this alternative would produce little direct effect on wildlife, but has raised concern since it runs near brushy habit areas 




Identification of the Preferred Alternative

The environmentally preferred alternative is determined by applying the criteria suggested in the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), which guides the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ). The CEQ provides direction that “[t]he environmentally preferable alternative is the alternative that will promote the national environmental policy as expressed in NEPA’s Section 101:

· fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding generations;

· assure for all generations safe, healthful, productive, and esthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings;

· attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk of health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences;

· preserve important historic, cultural and natural aspects of our national heritage and maintain, wherever possible, an environment that supports diversity and variety of individual choice;

· achieve a balance between population and resource use that will permit high standards of living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities; and

· enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling of depletable resources.

Alternative A, No Action, achieves many facets of these goals, but falls short in certain areas.  The decision not to construct a trail might save a small portion of the environment from development, but will discourage eco-friendly tourism. (criteria 1).  Failure to construct a trail creates health and safety issues for  park visitors who arrive via foot or bicycle (criteria 3) .  It also discourages eco-friendly visitation, forcing visitors to rely on automobiles to visit the park (criteria 5).  As such, the park does not encourage the conservation of fuels and other repeatable resources (criteria 6). 

Alternative B addresses standard of living and renewable resource issues (criteria 5&6) but will require additional development in the area of the park.  Alternative B also is less safe and esthetically pleasing than Alternative C.  Alternative C, like Alternative B  requires some development and affects areas within the park, nevertheless it addresses the standard of living issue and will be a more esthetically pleasing option than the others.  This alternative is also safer (criteria 2) than the other options.  

The park has determined that there is no significant difference in the various options and none of them stand out as significantly more environmentally friendly than the others.  Neither represents a clear environmentally preferred alternative.   This is especially true since a no action Alternative will still result in construction of the trail along FM1847 by the Texas Department of Transportation.   Given the  close comparison between Alternatives B and C, the Park has selected Alternative C as the preferred alternative, because it is a safer route and shorter in distance—therefore demanding less development activity.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES 

This chapter analyzes the potential environmental consequences, or impacts, that would occur as a result of implementing the proposed project.  Topics analyzed in this chapter include soils, vegetation, species of special status, visitor use and experience, and wildlife.  All remaining impact topics were dismissed as discussed in Chapter 1 Purpose and Need.  Also contained in Chapter 1 are descriptions of the affected environment for the resource topics included in this chapter.  Direct, indirect, and cumulative effects, as well as impairment are analyzed for each resource topic carried forward.  Potential impacts are described in terms of type, context, duration, and intensity.  General definitions are defined as follows, while more specific impact thresholds are given for each resource at the beginning of each resource section.

· Type describes the classification of the impact as either beneficial or adverse, direct or indirect:

-Beneficial:  A positive change in the condition or appearance of the resource or a change that moves the resource toward a desired condition.

-Adverse: A change that moves the resource away from a desired condition or detracts from its appearance or condition.

-Direct:  An effect that is caused by an action and occurs in the same time and place.

-Indirect:  An effect that is caused by an action but is later in time or farther removed in distance, but is still reasonably foreseeable.

· Context describes the area or location in which the impact would occur.  Are the effects site-specific, local, regional, or even broader?

· Duration describes the length of time an effect would occur, either short-term or long-term:

-Short-term impacts generally last only during construction, and the resources resume their pre-construction conditions following construction.

-Long-term impacts last beyond the construction period, and the resources may not resume their pre-construction conditions for a longer period of time following construction.

· Intensity describes the degree, level, or strength of an impact.  For this analysis, intensity has been categorized into negligible, minor, moderate, and major.  Because definitions of intensity vary by resource topic, intensity definitions are provided separately for each impact topic analyzed in this Environmental Assessment.

Cumulative Effects: The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations, which implement the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (42 USC 4321 et seq.), require assessment of cumulative impacts in the decision‑making process for federal projects.  Cumulative impacts are defined as "the impact on the environment which results from the incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions regardless of what agency (federal or non-federal) or person undertakes such other actions" (40 CFR 1508.7).  Cumulative impacts are considered for both the No Action and Preferred Alternatives.  

· Cumulative impacts were determined by combining the impacts of the preferred alternative with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions.  Therefore, it was necessary to identify other ongoing or reasonably foreseeable future projects at Palo Alto Battlefield and, if applicable, the surrounding region.  The geographic scope for this analysis includes elements within Park’s boundaries, as well as on adjacent lands.  Most of the cumulative effects are related to the rapid urbanization facing the Rio Grande Valley.  

Impairment:  National Park Service’s Management Policies 2001 require analysis of potential effects to determine whether or not actions would impair park resources (NPS 2000a).  The fundamental purpose of the national park system, established by the Organic Act and reaffirmed by the General Authorities Act, as amended, begins with a mandate to conserve park resources and values.  National Park Service managers must always seek ways to avoid, or to minimize to the greatest degree practicable, adversely impacting park resources and values.  However, the laws do give the National Park Service the management discretion to allow impacts to park resources and values when necessary and appropriate to fulfill the purposes of a park, as long as the impact does not constitute impairment of the affected resources and values.  

Although Congress has given the National Park Service the management discretion to allow certain impacts within parks, that discretion is limited by the statutory requirement that the National Park Service must leave park resources and values unimpaired, unless a particular law directly and specifically provides otherwise.  The prohibited impairment is an impact that, in the professional judgment of the responsible National Park Service manager, would harm the integrity of park resources or values.  An impact to any park resource or value may constitute an impairment, but an impact would be more likely to constitute an impairment to the extent that it has a major or severe adverse effect upon a resource or value whose conservation is 1) necessary to fulfill specific purposes identified in the enabling legislation or proclamation of the park; 2) key to the natural or cultural integrity of the park; or 3) identified as a goal in the park’s general management plan or other relevant National Park Service planning documents.

Impairment may result from National Park Service activities in managing the park, visitor activities, or activities undertaken by concessionaires, contractors, and others operating in the park.  A determination on impairment is made in the Conclusion section for each of the resource related topics carried forward in this chapter.

Soils

Intensity Level Definitions

Analysis of the potential impacts to soils was derived from the available soils information and past observations of the effects on soils from both visitor use and construction activities.  The thresholds for this impact assessment are as follows:  
Negligible:
The impact is at the lowest levels of detection and causes very little or no physical disturbance /removal, compaction, unnatural erosion, when compared with current conditions.
Minor:
The impact is slight but detectable in some areas, with few perceptible effects of physical disturbance/removal, compaction, or unnatural erosion of soils.

Moderate:
The impact is readily apparent in some areas and has measurable effects of physical disturbance/removal, compaction, or unnatural erosion of soils.
Major:
The impact is readily apparent in several areas and has severe effects of physical disturbance/removal, compaction, or unnatural erosion of soils.
Impairment: 
A major, adverse impact to a resource or value whose conserva​tion is (1) necessary to fulfill specific purposes identified in the enabling legislation or procla​mation of Palo Alto Battlefield; (2) key to the natural or cultural integrity of the Park; or (3) identified as a goal in the Park’s general management plan or other relevant National Park Service planning documents.

Impacts of Alternative A – No Action 

Under this alternative, there would be no construction of a new trail and soils would not be impacted because no ground disturbance would occur. 

Cumulative Impacts:  None
Conclusion:  Without construction activities, the impact to soils would be beneficial and long-term because no ground disturbance would occur..
Alternative B – Construct Trail along FM 1847 

Any construction activities under this alternative would result in ground disturbance, thereby impacting soils.  Construction activities would involve removal of soil and replacement with limestone as a trail base and an asphalt surface.  Construction limits would help minimize the amount of soil disturbance resulting in an overall long-term, minor to moderate, adverse effect to soils.

Cumulative Impacts:  This project would contribute a negligible amount of soil loss to the geographic area of this analysis.
Conclusion:  Construction of the new trail under Alternative B would result in the disturbance and loss of soils, having an overall minor to moderate, adverse effect to soils.  Cumulatively, this alternative would contribute negligible amount of soil loss when combined with other ground disturbing activities in the greater area and increased visitation to the Park.  Because impacts are less than major, there would be no impairment to soils.

Alternative C – Construct Trail into Park 

Any construction activities under this alternative would result in addition of soil to the Park.  Sterile soil from an outside source would be introduced on top of the existing ground surface, topped by limestone base and asphalt.  Construction activities would involve introduction of foreign soil.  Construction limits and a barrier between soil layers would help minimize the amount of soil disturbance resulting in an overall negligable adverse effect to soils.

Cumulative Impacts:  This project would contribute a negligible amount of soil loss to the geographic area of this analysis.
Conclusion:  Construction of the new trail under Alternative C would result in the disturbance of soils, having an overall minor to moderate, adverse effect to soils.  Cumulatively, this alternative would contribute negligible amount of soil loss.  Because impacts are less than major, there would be no impairment to soils.

Vegetation

Intensity Level Definitions

All available information on known vegetation in the Park was compiled, and site-specific information was identified.  Where possible, information from field studies of vegetation and observations of exotic species was also used.  Predictions about short- and long-term site impacts were based on previous studies of visitor impacts to vegetation and previous monitoring data from the area. 

Negligible:
An action that could result in a change to a population or individuals of a species or a resource, but the change would be so small that it would not be of any measurable or perceptible consequence.

Minor:
An action that could result in a change to a population or individuals of a species or a resource. The change would be small and localized and of little consequence.

Moderate:
An action that would result in some change to a population or individuals of a species or resource. The change would be measurable and of consequence to the species or resource but more localized.

Major:
An action that would have a noticeable change to a population or individuals of a species or resource. The change would be measurable and result in a severely adverse or major beneficial impact, and possible permanent consequence, upon the species or resource.

Impairment: 
A major, adverse impact to a resource or value whose conserva​tion is (1) necessary to fulfill specific purposes identified in the enabling legislation or procla​mation of Palo Alto Battlefield; (2) key to the natural or cultural integrity of the Park; or (3) identified as a goal in the Park’s general management plan or other relevant National Park Service planning documents.

Impacts of Alternative A – No Action 

Under this alternative, there would be no construction of a new trail connection.  Without construction activities, vegetation would not be impacted because no ground disturbance would occur. 

Alternative B – Construct Trail along FM 1847

Any construction activities under this alternative would result in ground disturbance within the Texas Department of Transportation right-of-way.  Construction would require the removal of some grass and several mesquite trees.  Construction activities may remove or trample vegetation in a localized area.  Construction limits would help minimize the amount of vegetation disturbance resulting in an overall long-term, minor to moderate, adverse effect to vegetation.

Cumulative Impacts:  Impacts associated with constructing a new trail connection is expected to contribute to a negligible amount of vegetation loss when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions in the greater area.  
Conclusion:  Construction of the new trail under Alternative B would result in the disturbance and loss of a small area of vegetation, primarily grass planted along the roadside and several mesquite trees.  This would have an overall minor, adverse effect to vegetation.  Long-term use of the trail should cause no additional effect to vegetation.  Cumulatively, this alternative would contribute a negligible amount of vegetation loss when combined with other ground disturbing activities in the greater area including development on lands around the Park.  Because impacts are less than major, there would be no impairment to vegetation.

Alternative C – Construct Trail into Park 

Any construction activities under this alternative would result in ground disturbance within the Park.   Construction would require the removal of four or five brushy plants and an area of native grasses and cactus.  The area affected, however, would be smaller than that in Alternative B.   Construction activities may remove or trample vegetation in a localized area.  Construction limits would help minimize the amount of vegetation disturbance resulting in an overall long-term, minor to moderate, adverse effect to vegetation.
Cumulative Impacts:  Impacts associated with constructing a new trail connection is expected to contribute to a minimal amount of vegetation loss when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions in the greater area.  
Conclusion:  Construction of the new trail under Alternative C would result in the disturbance and loss of a small area of vegetation including a few brushy chaparral species and native grasses.  This would have an overall minor, adverse effect to vegetation.  Long-term use of the trail should cause no additional effect to vegetation.  Cumulatively, this alternative would contribute negligible amount of vegetation loss when combined with other ground disturbing activities in the greater area including development on lands around the Park.  Because impacts are less than major, there would be no impairment to vegetation.

Special Status Species

All available information on species of concern for the Park was compiled, and site-specific information was identified.  Where possible, information from field studies and observation was also used.  Predictions about short- and long-term site impacts were based on previous studies of impacts and previous monitoring data from the area. 

Negligible:
An action that could result in a change to a population or individuals of a species or a resource, but the change would be so small that it would not be of any measurable or perceptible consequence.

Minor:
An action that could result in a change to a population or individuals of a species or a resource. The change would be small and localized and of little consequence.

Moderate:
An action that would result in some change to a population or individuals of a species or resource. The change would be measurable and of consequence to the species or resource but more localized.

Major:
An action that would have a noticeable change to a population or individuals of a species or resource. The change would be measurable and result in a severely adverse or major beneficial impact, and possible permanent consequence, upon the species or resource.

Impairment: 
A major, adverse impact to a species that is protected by law.

Impacts of Alternative A – No Action 

Under this alternative, there would be no construction of a new trail connection.  Without construction activities, status species would not be impacted. 

Alternative B – Construct Trail along FM 1847

Any construction activities under this alternative would result in development along transportation right-of-way.  Construction activities would not affect any protected plants and would not affect habitat of status animals, resulting in negligible effects to any potential status species.

Cumulative Impacts:  Impacts associated with constructing a new trail connection is expected to have no effect on status species.  
Conclusion:  Construction of the new trail under Alternative B would result in the disturbance and loss of a small area of vegetation, but no to negligible impact on any status species.  

Alternative C – Construct Trail into Park 

Any construction activities under this alternative would result in ground disturbance within the Park.   Construction would require the removal of four or five brushy plants and an area of native grasses and cactus.  The brushy area has been determined to be suitable habitat for the endangered jaguarundi and the ocelot, but neither species has ever been verified in the Park.   The proposed route would skirt the edge of this habitat, avoiding fragmentation of the area.  Construction activities may remove or trample vegetation in a localized area.  Construction limits would help minimize the amount of vegetation disturbance resulting in an overall long-term, minor to moderate, adverse effect to vegetation.
Cumulative Impacts:  Impacts associated with constructing a new trail connection is expected to contribute to a minimal amount of vegetation loss when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions in the greater area.  
Conclusion:  Construction of the new trail under Alternative C would result in the disturbance and loss of a small area of vegetation including a few brushy chaparral species  that are known to sustain endangered species.  Nevertheless, since no endangered species are known to inhabit this area, it is expected that there would be a negligible impact on Special Status Species.  

Visitor Use and Experience

Intensity Level Definitions

The methodology used for assessing impacts to visitor use and experience is based on how construction of a new trail segment would affect the visitor, including safety considerations and maintaining the resource for future generations to enjoy.  Trail monitoring data and personal observation records of visitation patterns by Park staff were used to estimate the effects of the alternative actions on visitors. The impact on the ability of the visitor to experience a full range of park resources was analyzed by examining resources mentioned in the park significance statement.  The thresholds for this impact assessment are as follows:

Negligible: 
Visitors would not be affected or changes in visitor use and/or expe​rience would be below or at the level of detection.  Any effects would be short-term.  The visitor would not likely be aware of the effects associated with the alterna​tive.
Minor:
Changes in visitor use and/or experience would be detectable, although the changes would be slight and likely short-term.  The visitor would be aware of the effects associated with the alterna​tive, but the effects would be slight.
Moderate:
Changes in visitor use and/or experience would be readily apparent and likely long-term.  The visitor would be aware of the effects associated with the alterna​tive, and would likely be able to express an opinion about the changes.
Major: 
Changes in visitor use and/or experience would be readily apparent and have substantial long-term consequences.  The visitor would be aware of the effects associated with the alternative, and would likely express a strong opinion about the changes.

Impacts of Alternative A – No Action 

Under this alternative, there would be no new trail constructed.  Existing access to the Park would remain the same.  The long-term effect to the visitor use and experience would therefore be negligible and adverse.

Cumulative Impacts:  As the population in the Rio Grande Valley area increases so doesdemand for accessible recreation areas.  Increasing numbers of residents are looking to environmentally-friendly outlets like bicycling and hiking.  At the same time, population increase is leading to heavier traffic in the region, making roadways more dangerous for such outings.  Without construction of a bike trail access to the park, hikers and bikers would have no other access than along a heavily traveled road corridor.  This will discourage most potential visitors and place others in potential peril.  Under these circumstances, the impact of not constructing the trail connection under this alternative would have moderate, negative impacts on visitors.

Conclusion:  With no construction, this alternative would have a negative effect to the visitor experience; however, in the long-term, visitors would forego environmentally friendly visits in favor of motor transportation.  Visitors who braved the highways would face potential perils from traffic.  Many visitors who might travel the hike-bike trail to visit the park would simply opt for another destination.

The incremental impact of not constructing the trail connection under this alternative would have moderate, negative impacts on visitor experience.
Alternative B – Construct Trail along FM 1847

Construction of a new trail under this alternative would increase visitor opportunities and improve visitor enjoyment by establishing a permanent trail connecting the Park to the Brownsville hike-bike trail.   These improvements would have a long-term moderate beneficial effect to visitors to the Park.

Construction activities would increase noise and disrupt the solitude of the area for the short-term, but noise will be contained to a small corner of the Park and will not be substantially louder that the highway noise already present in the vicinity.

 This alternative would enhance visitor access by providing improved access to the Park by pedestrians and bicyclists. Close proximity to existing traffic lanes will pose a safety issue and will limit use and visitor satisfaction. 

Cumulative Impacts:  The overall cumulative effect to visitor use and experience is a moderate increase in visitation and a slight decrease in safety problems.  This alternative would have minor to moderate impacts on all recreationists.

Conclusion:  Construction of the new trail connection would have short-term, negligible, adverse effects to visitors from noise, dust, and disruption of solitude.  Beneficial effects of this alternative include increased visitor opportunities and enhanced visitor safety.  Cumulatively, this alternative would contribute minor to moderate impact on visitor use and experience.

Alternative C – Construct Trail into Park 

Construction of a new trail under this alternative would increase visitor opportunities and improve visitor enjoyment by establishing a permanent trail connecting the Park to the Brownsville hike-bike trail.   These improvements would have a long-term moderate beneficial effect to visitors to the Park.

Construction activities would increase noise and disrupt the solitude of the area for the short-term, but noise will be contained to a small corner of the Park and will not be substantially louder that the highway noise already present in the vicinity.

 This alternative would significantly enhance visitor access by providing a dedicated access point  to the Park by pedestrians and bicyclists. By separating the trail from the highway FM 1847, cyclists and hikers will have fewer safety concerns and can enjoy a trailhead orientation area for the hike-bike trail.  

Cumulative Impacts:  The overall cumulative effect to visitor use and experience is a moderate increase in visitation and a significant  decrease in safety problems.  This alternative would have a minor to moderate impacts on all recreationists.

Conclusion:  Construction of the new trail connection would have short-term, negligible, adverse effects to visitors from noise, dust, and disruption of solitude.  Beneficial effects of this alternative include increased visitor opportunities and substantially enhanced visitor safety.  Cumulatively, this alternative would contribute minor to moderate impact on visitor use and experience.

Wildlife

Intensity Level Definitions

All available information on known wildlife in the Park was compiled, and site-specific information was identified.  Where possible, information from field studies of and observation was also used.  Predictions about short- and long-term site impacts were based on previous studies of visitor impacts to wildlife and previous monitoring data from the area. 

Negligible:
An action that could result in a change to a population or individuals of a species or a resource, but the change would be so small that it would not be of any measurable or perceptible consequence.

Minor:
An action that could result in a change to a population or individuals of a species or a resource. The change would be small and localized and of little consequence.

Moderate:
An action that would result in some change to a population or individuals of a species or resource. The change would be measurable and of consequence to the species or resource but more localized.

Major:
An action that would have a noticeable change to a population or individuals of a species or resource. The change would be measurable and result in a severely adverse or major beneficial impact, and possible permanent consequence, upon the species or resource.

Impairment: 
A major, adverse impact to a resource or value whose conserva​tion is (1) necessary to fulfill specific purposes identified in the enabling legislation or procla​mation of Palo Alto Battlefield; (2) key to the natural or cultural integrity of the Park; or (3) identified as a goal in the Park’s general management plan or other relevant National Park Service planning documents.

Impacts of Alternative A – No Action 

Under this alternative, there would be no construction of a new trail connection.  Without construction activities, wildlife would not be impacted because no change would occur. 

Alternative B – Construct Trail along FM 1847

Any construction activities under this alternative would result in activity within the Texas Department of Transportation right-of-way.  Construction activities may cause temporary, localized disturbance of wildlife in the area.  Construction limits would help minimize the amount of disturbance resulting in an overall long-term, negligible adverse effect to vegetation.

Cumulative Impacts:  Impacts associated with constructing a new trail connection is expected to contribute to a negligible amount of wildlife disturbance when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions in the greater area.  
Conclusion:  Construction of the new trail under Alternative B would result in minimal disturbance of wildlife.   Long term use of the trail may heightened awareness of wildlife but should cause no negative affects.  Because impacts are less than major, there would be no impairment to wildlife.

Alternative C – Construct Trail into Park 

Any construction activities under this alternative would result in activity within the Park.  Construction activities may cause temporary, localized disturbance of wildlife in the area.  Construction limits would help minimize the amount of disturbance resulting in an overall long-term, negligible adverse effect to wildlife.  The route has been planned to avoid habitat fragmentation
Cumulative Impacts:  Impacts associated with constructing a new trail connection is expected to contribute to a negligible amount of wildlife disturbance when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions in the greater area.  
Conclusion:  Construction of the new trail under Alternative C would result in minimal disturbance of wildlife.   Long term use of the trail may heightened awareness of wildlife but should cause no negative affects.  Because impacts are less than major, there would be no impairment to wildlife.

CONSULTATION and COORDINATION

Internal Scoping 

Internal scoping was conducted by an interdisciplinary team from Palo Alto Battlefield and the Intermountain Support Office.  Interdisciplinary team members met February 2005 to discuss the purpose and need for the project; various alternatives; potential environmental impacts; past, present, and reasonably foreseeable projects that may have cumulative effects; and possible mitigation measures.  The team also gathered background information and discussed public outreach for the project.  Over the course of the project, team members have conducted individual site visits to view and evaluate the proposed trail location.  The results of the February 2005 meeting are documented in this Environmental Assessment.  

External Scoping 

External scoping was initiated with a series of individual meetings with interested parties.  The park met with representatives from the City of Brownsville, the Texas Department of Transportation, and the US Fish & Wildlife Service.  The project also takes into account a series of scoping meetings conducted by the City of Brownsville and the Texas Department of Transportation that date back to 2000 and 2001.  These meetings, which also involved the NPS allowed members of the general public to offer opinions on various plans.  The park has also consulted with the Texas Historic Commission about the proposed routes.    

List of Recipients and Public Review

The Environmental Assessment will be released for public review in October 2005.  To inform the public of the availability of the Environmental Assessment, the National Park Service will publish and distribute a letter or press release to various agencies, including:

Ken Merritt, Project Leader USFWS

Ernesto Reyes, Fish and Wildlife Biologist, USFWS

Patty Alexander, USFWS

John D. Wallace, Refuge Manager Laguna Atascosa, USFWS

Elijio Garza, US Army Corps of Engineers

David Vela, Texas State Coordinator, NPS

Copies of the Environmental Assessment will be provided to interested individuals, upon request.  Copies of the document will also be available for review at the Park’s visitor center and on the park’s web page (www.nps.gov/paal).

The Environmental Assessment is subject to a 30-day public comment period.  During this time, the public is encouraged to submit their written comments to the National Park Service.  Following the close of the comment period, all public comments will be reviewed and analyzed, prior to the release of a decision document.  The National Park Service will issue responses to substantive comments received during the public comment period, and will make appropriate changes to the Environmental Assessment, as needed.

List of Preparers 

Preparers (developed EA content):

· Douglas Murphy, Palo Alto Battlefield National Historic Site.
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