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Finding of No Significant Impact

Reestablish an Administration Facility
Big Thicket National Preserve
Background

In compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act, the National Park Service prepared an Environmental Assessment in May 2006 to reestablish an administration facility (headquarters) at Big Thicket National Preserve.  The former administration facility was a leased building situated in Beaumont, Texas, which incurred substantial damage from Hurricane Rita in September of 2005, causing the space to be temporarily unusable for Preserve operations.  Shortly after the hurricane, in November 2005, the lease for this building expired and it was not renewed.
Without a central administration facility, Preserve employees that would normally be working within proximity of each other are currently working in a variety of locations, some as far apart as different towns.  Having employees in so many different locations and in temporary accommodations is not conducive to productivity or efficient park operations; therefore, the purpose of the project is to reestablish a permanent administration facility to centralize administrative functions and staff in one location.
Selection of the Preferred Alternative

The Environmental Assessment evaluated two alternatives:  1) No Action Alternative (Alternative A) under which an administration facility would not be reestablished, and 2) Expand the Existing Maintenance Facility to Support Administrative Staff and Functions (Alternative B) in which a new headquarters would be established by expanding the existing maintenance building.  
Alternative B Expand the Existing Maintenance Facility to Support Administrative Staff and Functions, is the National Park Service’s preferred alternative because it best meets the purpose and need for the project as well as the project objectives to establish an administration facility that 1) Meets federal and state health and safety requirements for employee work areas and creates a safe and healthy work environment for employees; 2) Provides adequate and functional space for administrative and management staff and activities; 3) Consolidates administrative and management functions and staff into one location; 4) Improves security; 5) Improves NPS identity; 6) Improves architectural character and incorporates sustainable practices in accordance with NPS Management Policies; 7) Maximizes long-term cost effectiveness; 8) Provides fire protection and suppression; 9) Complies with facility accessibility requirements; and 10) Minimizes impacts to and avoids impairment of park resources.
The preferred alternative consists of expanding the existing maintenance facility situated in the visitor center complex at the junction of U.S. Highway 69 and FM 420.  The current size of the existing maintenance facility is approximately 12,000 square feet, and the building is surrounded on all sides by a gravel lot extending approximately 100-200 yards.  The expansion of the maintenance facility under the preferred alternative will stay within the footprint of this previously disturbed gravel lot.  
· Building Features - The size of the expansion is roughly estimated between 1,000 to 3,000 square feet, and it will extend approximately 30-50 feet from the south side of the current building.  The building will be made accessible to mobility-impaired persons, and will contain appropriate fire protection and suppression systems, secured area(s), and an alarm system.  The fence around the facility will be adjusted as necessary to accommodate the footprint of the expanded building.  The exterior of the expanded portion of the building will be constructed to match the existing architecture in terms of materials, color, and form.  Landscaping treatments and additional signage will be applied to establish the presence of the building as the combined headquarters and maintenance facility.  
· Building Use - All administrative functions and most staff for the Preserve will be moved into this newly expanded building while also maintaining the existing maintenance functions of the building.  Three to five bays of the interior of the building will be redesigned and reconstructed as needed to serve both administrative and maintenance staff and functions in a comfortable, functional, professional, and appropriate manner.  Employee offices will be established, most likely using modular furniture.  Shared spaces available for use by both administrative and maintenance staff will include a break room, meeting room, storage areas, and restrooms.  Central land acquisition files and library materials will also be moved from their temporary locations elsewhere into the expanded facility.  Janitorial services will be acquired for the long-term to maintain the combined maintenance/administration facility.

· Utilities - The building will be served by existing utilities located near the site, including water, sewer, electric, and gas.  Connecting these existing utilities to the administration building will likely entail excavation and placement of additional underground piping/wiring to connect with these utilities.  All utilities will remain underground.  

· Access and Parking – One road (FM 420) currently provides access to two separate roads that extend to the visitor center and the maintenance facility.  These access roads will not change under this alternative, but will serve the additional employees required to report to the newly expanded facility.  An employees’ parking lot currently services the maintenance facility.  This parking lot will be redesigned to accommodate the increased staff usage of this building.  

· Timing – Preliminary design for the addition to the maintenance facility is currently underway for the purpose of providing information necessary to complete environmental compliance.  Final design is likely to occur in Fall/Winter of 2006, and construction of the expanded facility is likely to take place in Spring/Summer of 2007.  

· Construction Staging – During construction of the expanded maintenance facility, employees will continue to work in their current situations, to the extent possible.   Equipment, files, and other office materials that are currently being stored in the maintenance facility will be temporarily relocated until the construction is complete.  Construction staging including materials stockpiling and worker parking will be accommodated on the current footprint of previously disturbed areas in the visitor center complex, particularly the unpaved lot surrounding the maintenance facility.  
· Other Facilities and Moving Employees – The lease for the Beaumont Annex building will be retained and this building will primarily serve as storage for boats and other equipment.  Also following construction, the two trailers currently set up near the maintenance facility will no longer be leased; will be moved off-site; and will be returned to their owner.  The offices of employees currently working elsewhere will be moved into the newly expanded facility.

The following mitigation measures will be adhered to during implementation of the preferred alternative:  

· To minimize the amount of ground disturbance, staging and stockpiling areas will be located in previously disturbed sites, away from visitor use areas to the extent possible.  All staging and stockpiling areas will be returned to pre-construction conditions following construction.   

· Construction zones will be identified and fenced with construction tape, snow fencing, or some similar material prior to any construction activity.  The fencing will define the construction zone and confine activity to the minimum area required for construction.  All protection measures will be clearly stated in the construction specifications and workers will be instructed to avoid conducting activities beyond the construction zone as defined by the construction zone fencing.

· Revegetation and/or recontouring of disturbed areas will take place following construction, and will be designed to minimize the visual intrusion of the structure.  Revegetation efforts, if needed, will strive to reconstruct the natural spacing, abundance, and diversity of native plant species using native species.  All disturbed areas will be restored as nearly as possible to pre-construction conditions shortly after construction activities are completed.  Weed control methods will be implemented to minimize the introduction of noxious weeds.  

· Because disturbed soils are susceptible to erosion until revegetation takes place, standard erosion control measures such as silt fences and/or sand bags will be used to minimize any potential soil erosion.  

· Fugitive dust generated by construction will be controlled by spraying water on the construction site, if necessary.

· To reduce noise and emissions, construction equipment will not be permitted to idle for long periods of time.  

· To minimize possible petrochemical leaks from construction equipment, the contractor will regularly monitor and check construction equipment to identify and repair any leaks.

· Construction workers and supervisors will be informed about special status species. Contract provisions will require the cessation of construction activities if a species were discovered in the project area, until park staff re-evaluates the project. This will allow modification of the contract for any protection measures determined necessary to protect the discovery.

· Should construction unearth previously undiscovered cultural resources, work will be stopped in the area of any discovery and the Preserve will 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) will be followed.

· The National Park Service will ensure that all contractors and subcontractors are informed of the penalties for illegally collecting artifacts or intentionally damaging historic materials, archeological sites, or historic properties.  Contractors and subcontractors will also be instructed on procedures to follow in case previously unknown historic or archeological resources are uncovered during construction. 

· To minimize the potential for impacts to park visitors, variations on construction timing may be considered.  One option includes conducting the majority of the work in the off-season or shoulder seasons.  Another option includes implementing daily construction activity curfews such as not operating construction equipment between the hours of 6 PM to 7 AM in summer (May – September), and 6 PM to 8 AM in the winter (October – April).  The National Park Service will determine this in consultation with the contractor. 

· Construction workers and supervisors will be informed about the special sensitivity of Preserve’s values, regulations, and appropriate housekeeping.

· According to 2001 Management Policies, the National Park Service will strive to construct facilities with sustainable designs and systems to minimize potential environmental impacts.  Development will not compete with or dominate Preserve’s features, or interfere with natural processes, such as the seasonal migration of wildlife or hydrologic activity associated with wetlands.  To the extent possible, the design and management of facilities will emphasize environmental sensitivity in construction, use of nontoxic materials, resource conservation, recycling, and integration of visitors with natural and cultural settings.  The National Park Service also reduces energy costs, eliminates waste, and conserves energy resources by using energy-efficient and cost-effective technology.  Energy efficiency is incorporated into the decision-making process during the design and acquisition of buildings, facilities, and transportation systems that emphasize the use of renewable energy sources.

Environmentally Preferred Alternative

The environmentally preferred alternative is determined by applying the six criteria suggested in §101 of the National Environmental Policy Act.  According to these criteria, the environmentally preferred alternative should 1) fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding generations; 2) assure for all generations safe, healthful, productive, and esthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings; 3) attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk of health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences; 4) 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; 5) achieve a balance between population and resource use that will permit high standards of living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities; and 6) enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling of depletable resources.

The preferred alternative (Alternative B Expand the Existing Maintenance Facility to Support Administrative Staff and Functions) is also the environmentally preferred alternative because it best addresses these six evaluation factors.  This alternative will provide a working environment for Preserve staff that meets health and safety recommendations, while minimizing environmental impacts to the greatest extent possible.  As a permanent facility, the new administration building addition will be resilient to most hurricanes and will be used by future generations.  The new building will also be more energy efficient and more environmentally-friendly than the existing administration facilities.  Preserve staff and functions will be centralized in one area, thereby improving operational efficiencies and costs.
Why the Preferred Alternative Will Not Have a Significant Effect on the Human Environment

As defined in 40 CFR §1508.27, significance is determined by examining the following criteria:

Impacts that may be both beneficial and adverse

Resource topics that were addressed in the Environmental Assessment include visitor use and experience; and park operations.  All other resource topics were dismissed from further evaluation in the document because the associated impacts will be minor or less.  
The preferred alternative will have a minor to moderate, long-term beneficial effect from returning the classroom space in the visitor center to its normal function as an education facility, an exhibit room, and a community room.  Visually, visitors will experience minor, long-term impacts from removing the two trailers near the existing maintenance facility, and permanently expanding the maintenance facility.  The presence of additional employees in the general visitor center complex area will benefit visitors to a minor to moderate degree; however, it will also increase traffic on the access road which will have a long-term, minor adverse effect.  Temporary construction impacts to visitors include increased noise, dust, emissions, and potentially limited parking which will be a minor, adverse effect.  
The preferred alternative will have a minor to moderate beneficial effect to park operations in the long-term because employees will be centralized thereby increasing productivity and reducing operational costs; the facility addition will meet current health and safety standards and have a reasonable level of comfort in employee work areas; and a security system in the expanded facility will improve employee security.  This alternative also has a minor adverse effect to park operations by removing employees from Beaumont who are near to local officials with whom they meet.  Typical construction impacts including noise, dust, and emissions will temporarily adversely affect park operations.  

Degree of effect on public health or safety

The preferred alternative will have a minor to moderate long-term beneficial effect on public health and safety, particularly for the employees currently working in the two temporary trailers because the newly expanded maintenance facility will meet current health and safety standards, which the trailers do not, and it will have increased comfort from additional space, proper lighting and air circulation, and proximity of restrooms.  The expanded facility will also be more resilient to hurricanes than the existing trailers.  Short-term construction effects include increased noise, dust, and emissions which will have a minor adverse effect on public health and safety; however, normal conditions will resume following the construction period.  
Unique characteristics of the geographic area such as proximity to historic or cultural resources, park lands, prime farmlands, wetlands, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically critical areas

The preferred alternative will not impact unique characteristics of the geographic area including historic or cultural resources, park lands, prime farmlands, wetlands, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically critical areas because these resources do not exist in the project area.  
Degree to which effects on the quality of the human environment are likely to be highly controversial

Throughout the environmental process, the proposal to reestablish the administration facility was not highly controversial, nor are the effects expected to generate future controversy.  The initial 30-day scoping period for the project did not generate public controversy nor did the 30-day public review of the Environmental Assessment.

Degree to which the possible effects on the quality of the human environment are highly uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks

The effects of reestablishing the administration facility are fairly straightforward and do not pose uncertainties.  The environmental process has not identified any effects that may involve highly unique or unknown risks. 

Degree to which the action may establish a precedent for future actions with significant effects or represents a decision in principle about a future consideration

The preferred alternative is not expected to set a precedent for future actions with significant effects, nor does it represent a decision in principle about a future consideration because all future actions involving the combined maintenance/administration facility will be considered on a case-by-case basis.  Further, the new administration facility reduces any uncertainty that may have existed in the past with regards to reporting stations for employees at Big Thicket National Preserve.
Whether the action is related to other actions with individually insignificant but cumulatively significant impacts

Cumulative effects were analyzed in the Environmental Assessment, and no significant cumulative impacts were identified.  

Degree to which the action may adversely affect districts, sites, highways, structures, or objects listed on National Register of Historic Places or may cause loss or destruction of significant scientific, cultural, or historical resources.

The proposed location for the administration building expansion was previously surveyed for cultural resources in preparation of the 1991 Environmental Assessment to Construct a Visitor Center and Administrative Headquarters, and no historic properties were identified in the immediate project area.  In a letter dated May 11, 2006, SHPO concurred with the determination of “no historic properties affected” due to the fact that there are no historic properties in the project area.  

Degree to which the action may adversely affect an endangered or threatened species or its critical habitat

Consultation with the Endangered Species Act was initiated through a letter sent to U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in May 2006.  The letter listed the five federally-recognized special status species that have the potential to occur at the Preserve in Hardin County, and concluded with a determination of “no effect” because, according to Preserve staff, none of the species are present in the project area.  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service verbally concurred with this finding on June 12, 2006.  
Consultation for state-listed special status species was initiated with Texas Parks and Wildlife Department through a letter in May 2006.  The letter listed the nineteen state-recognized special status species that have the potential to occur at the Preserve, and concluded with a determination of “no effect” because, according to Preserve staff, none of the species are present in the project area.  Texas Parks and Wildlife Department verbally concurred with this finding on June 12, 2006.
Whether the action threatens a violation of Federal, state, or local environmental protection law

The preferred alternative will be implemented in accordance with all Federal, state, and local environmental protection laws.

Impairment 

The National Park Service has determined that implementation of the proposal will not constitute an impairment to the resources and values at Big Thicket National Preserve.  This conclusion is based on a thorough analysis of the environmental impacts described in the Environmental Assessment, the comments received, relevant scientific studies, and the professional judgment of the decision-maker guided by the direction in National Park Service Management Policies (December 27, 2000).  Although the plan/project has some negative impacts, in all cases these adverse impacts are the result of actions taken to preserve and restore park resources and values.  Overall, implementation of the plan will benefit park resources and values, provide opportunities for their enjoyment, and will not result in their impairment.

Public Involvement

The Environmental Assessment/ Assessment of Effect was made available for public review and comment during a 30-day period ending June 15, 2006.  To notify the public of this review period, the National Park Service distributed a letter to various agencies and members of the public on the National Preserve’s mailing list, and placed an ad in the local newspaper.  Copies of the document were sent to certain agencies and interested parties; made available at the National Historic Site’s visitor center; and posted on the internet at the National Park Service Planning, Environment, and Public Comment website (http://parkplanning.nps.gov/).  Four comments were received during this review period from the general public, the City of Kountze, and an environmental organization.  All of them were in favor of the preferred alternative.  Some substantive comments were raised, which are addressed in the attached Comment Response.
Conclusion

The preferred alternative does not constitute an action that normally requires preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).  The preferred alternative will not have a significant effect on the human environment.  Negative environmental impacts that could occur will be negligible, minor, or moderate in intensity.  There will be no significant impacts on public health, public safety, threatened or endangered species, sites or districts listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places, or other unique characteristics of the region.  No highly uncertain or controversial impacts, unique or unknown risks, significant cumulative effects, or elements of precedence were identified.  Implementation of the action will not violate any federal, state, or local environmental protection law.

Based on the foregoing, the National Park Service has determined that an EIS is not required for this project and thus will not be prepared.    
Approved:


Michael D. Snyder
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Acting Director, Intermountain Region, National Park Service
Comment Response
For the Environmental Assessment to

Reestablish an Administration Facility at
Big Thicket National Preserve

The following section is a response to substantive comments received during the public review of the Environmental Assessment.  The comments are paraphrased from the originals.  The responses resulted in no changes to the text of the Environmental Assessment.
Comment:  
The cumulative impacts analysis did not include the expansion of U.S. 69 adjacent to existing visitor center and maintenance facility, which is the proposed location for the administration facility expansion. 
Response:  The geographic boundary for the cumulative impacts scenario (i.e., the list of actions from which the cumulative impact analysis is derived) was identified in the Environmental Assessment on page 26 under Cumulative Effects.  The geographic boundary for the analysis was limited to only those actions and proposals within the boundary of Big Thicket National Preserve because of the smaller scale of the proposed project; therefore, the adjacent highway expansion project was not included in the cumulative impacts analysis for this project.
Comment:  
Several reasonable alternatives were dismissed in the Environmental Assessment including “construct a new facility” and “add on to another existing facility” that should have been carried forward for further analysis.
Response:  
The Council on Environmental Quality’s regulations for implementing the National Environmental Policy Act define reasonable alternatives as those that are technically and economically feasible and that show evidence of common sense.  They also meet project objectives, resolve need, and alleviate potentially significant impacts to important resources.  Several alternatives were considered during the initial scoping for this project, and many of them were dismissed for reasons justified by these regulations as explained in the Environmental Assessment on page 19 Alternatives Considered and Dismissed.
Comment:  
How long will construction of an administration facility take?
Response:  
The Environmental Assessment provides an estimated timeline for this project on page 18 under Timing.  The length of construction is not yet known.

Comment:  
What is the likelihood of some NPS employees relocating to residences closer to the administration facility, and what are the environmental impacts of such relocations?

Response:  
On page 15 under Socioeconomics, the Environmental Assessment addresses socioeconomic impacts, specifically the change in commuting times for Preserve employees.  Some employees may choose to relocate; however, this issue was not evaluated in the Environmental Assessment because the location of employees’ residences is a personal matter and out of scope for this project.
Comment:  
The Environmental Assessment must quantify the definitions of negligible, minor, moderate, and major.

Response:  
Impact thresholds, or intensity levels are defined for each resource topic carried forward in the Environmental Assessment, as demonstrated on pages 27 and 30 Intensity Level Definitions.  The thresholds presented in the Environmental Assessment qualitatively distinguish the differences between negligible, minor, moderate, and major.  Quantitative thresholds are not appropriate for the two resource topics carried forward, Visitor Use and Experience and Park Operations.
Comment:  
The impact analysis on page 29 for Alternative B under Visitor Use and experience states that the project, “…would have a minor to moderate beneficial impact on the visitors to this area of the Preserve because they would potentially have more contact with and see more uniformed employees”.  Please provide a reference for this statement.
Response:  
This statement is the general sentiment of the Preserve staff who attended the internal scoping meeting for this project.  Preserve staff feel that having more employees potentially in contact with visitors will improve visitor relations.
Comment:  
NPS should pave the gravel road to the maintenance facility.

Response:  
This was considered, and determined to be out of scope for the proposed project.  In the future, if the Preserve wants to pave this road, additional compliance under the National Environmental Policy Act will be completed.
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