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UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

RECORD OF DECISION

GENERAL MANAGEMENT PLAN /
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STATEMENT

Big Thicket National Preserve

Texas

The Department of the Interior, National Park Service (NPS), has prepared this “Record of
Decision” (ROD) on the Final General Management Plan | Environmental Impact Statement
(FGMP/EIS) for Big Thicket National Preserve (“preserve”). This ROD includes a background
description of the project, a statement of the decision made, a list of mitigative measures to minimize
environmental harm, a synopsis of other alternatives considered, the basis for the decision, a
determination of nonimpairment of preserve resources and values for the preferred alternative, a
description of the environmentally preferable alternative, and an overview of public and agency
involvement in the decision-making process.

BACKGROUND OF THE PROJECT

The purpose of the general management plan is to provide comprehensive direction for resource
preservation and visitor use and a foundation for decision making for the preserve for the next 15 to
20 years. The plan describes the resource conditions and visitor experiences to be achieved and
maintained in the preserve over time. Clarification of what must be achieved according to law and
policy is based on review of the preserve’s purpose, significance, and special mandates.

STATEMENT OF DECISION MADE (SELECTED ACTION)

With the selected action, labeled as the “NPS preferred alternative” in the FGMP/EIS, the preserve
will emphasize a broad ecosystem perspective for protection of the historic “Big Thicket.” This
alternative recognizes the challenges associated with management of cross-boundary resource issues
and recognizes the importance of encouraging partnerships to address and resolve resource
problems. From this perspective, the National Park Service will proactively engage in regional
planning and policy efforts for the benefit of resource protection, compatible visitor use, and other
issues both within and outside the preserve boundaries. Elements of this alternative will support the
resilience of the preserve with regard to expected impacts from climate change, such as saltwater
intrusion in freshwater environments, advancing shorelines interfering with preserve ecosystems,
changes in composition in flora and fauna, and more intense storm surges and flooding threats to
cultural resources, all of which may affect cultural and natural resources, as well as visitor experience
at Big Thicket National Preserve.



The National Park Service will emphasize the preserve’s status as a globally important biological
protection area. Initiatives that advance the long-term protection of the préserve’s natural resources
will receive the primary focus of management attention and funding. The preserve’s important
cultural resources will continue to be protected and preserved as required by law. Appropriate
visitor uses and experiences will also be improved and expanded. As a means to achieve these

objectives, the preserve staff will expand and encourage new partnership agreements with outside
public and private organizations having similar overall objectives for resource protection, law
enforcement, public education and interpretation, and other operational requirements. Preserve
operations will incorporate strong environmental protection and sustainable development practices.
A map of this alternative can be found on page 89 of the Final General Management Plan /
Environmental Impact Statement.

Some key actions of the NPS preferred alternative are:

» Natural Resources. Continue to work with partners and coordinate with neighboring land
management agencies, local universities, and nongovernmental organizations to develop
regional approaches to ecosystem management. Use an ecosystem approach to resource
management that emphasizes evaluation of landscape-scale restoration methods, habitat
fragmentation, invasive species control, fire management strategies, and species interactions
within ecological communities.

» Cultural Resource Management. Continue efforts to protect, preserve, and stabilize
cultural resources as staffing and funding priorities allow. Based on appropriate treatment
recommendations and guidance documentation, actively preserve, stabilize, and rehabilitate
selected historic structures and cultural landscapes.

» Motorized and Nonmotorized Boats. Allow motorized boats in the Neches River
(including Johns Lake, Tater Patch Lake, Lower Cypress area of the Beaumont unit Lake
Bayou, associated canals) and Little Pine Island - Pine Island Bayou Corridor unit from
Highway 326 to the confluence with the Neches River including Cooks Lake and Scatterman
Lake. Motorized and nonmotorized uses allowed in Village Creek from the confluence with
the Neches River upstream to the Highway 96 bridge. Nonmotorized use allowed at Village
Creek upstream from the Highway 96 bridge.

» Boat Ramps and Launches. Design and locate new boat ramps and launches for minimal
impact to resources. Build a small floating dock on the Neches River in the Canyonlands unit
to provide access to hiking trails.

» Horses. Expand opportunities for horseback riding to include a multiuse trail in the Beech
Creek unit (Magnolia Trail and Loblolly Loop) and the Oxbow area of the Beaumont Unit.

» Bicycling. Expand opportunities for bicycling to include a multiuse trail in the Beech Creek
unit (Magnolia Trail and Loblolly Loop); another new trail for bicycling and hiking along
Pine Island Bayou could be developed in cooperation with the City of Beaumont.

» Roads and Trails. Focus trail development on those that link areas of the preserve to
existing trails inside and outside the preserve, as well as to other entities such as the City of
Beaumont. An accessible hunting trail would be provided for use by wheelchairs and other
power-driven mobility devices consistent with NPS policy. Additional hiking trails would be
developed where appropriate, and abandoned roadbeds would be assessed for reuse as trails.

» Designated Water Trails. Provide designated water trails and develop a sign plan to help
visitors navigate to day use areas and other destinations.

» Camping. Develop 20 dispersed backcountry sites along land and water trails.



» Interpretation. Provide a wide variety of additional visitor uses and interpretive activities,
including self-guiding or ranger-led tours and interpretive wayside exhibits, displays, and
demonstrations.

» Education. Expand curriculum-based presentations for interdisciplinary education
programs to all the schools in the region.

» Headquarters and Visitor Center Complex. Undertake groundwork in the parking lot of
the existing visitor center on FM420 to improve visitor safety in and around the headquarters
complex and to address maintenance and drainage issues.

» Visitor Contact Facility. Establish a new visitor contact facility shared with various partner
agencies and organizations.

MANAGEMENT ZONES

The primary building blocks for a general management plan are the management zones. All zones are
developed within the scope of the park unit’s purpose, significance, mandates, and legislation.

Management zones prescribe a range of desired resource conditions and visitor experiences for the
preserve and include statements about the appropriate kinds and levels of management, use, and
development in each zone. The management zones provide primary guidance for subsequent
decision making in the preserve. Six management zones have been defined for Big Thicket National
Preserve. Land-based zones include developed or administrative, frontcountry, backcountry, and
primitive zones. Water-based zones include mixed use and nonmotorized. For complete
descriptions of the management zones, please reference the Final General Management Plan /
Environmental Impact Statement.

MITIGATIVE MEASURES TO MINIMIZE ENVIRONMENTAL HARM

Congress has charged the National Park Service with managing the lands under its stewardship “in
such manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future
generations” (NPS Organic Act, 16 United States Code [USC] 1). As a result, the National Park Service
routinely evaluates and implements mitigation whenever conditions occur that could adversely affect
the sustainability of national park system resources.

To ensure that implementation of the action alternatives protects unimpaired natural and cultural
resources and the quality of the visitor experience, a consistent set of mitigative measures will be
applied to actions proposed in this FGMP/EIS. The National Park Service will prepare appropriate
environmental review (i.e., those required by the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), the
National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA), the Endangered Species Act (ESA), and other relevant
legislation) for these future actions. As part of the environmental review, the National Park Service
will avoid, minimize, and mitigate adverse impacts when practicable. The implementation of a
compliance-monitoring program could be considered to stay within the parameters of NEPA,
NHPA, and ESA compliance documents, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) section 404
permits, and other requirements. The compliance-monitoring program will oversee these mitigative
measures and will include reporting protocols.

The following mitigative measures and best management practices will be applied to avoid or
minimize potential adverse impacts from implementation of the general management plan.



CULTURAL RESOURCES

The National Park Service will preserve and protect, to the greatest extent possible, resources that
reflect human occupation of Big Thicket National Preserve. Specific mitigative measures include the
following:

Preserve staff will continue to develop inventories for and oversee research regarding
archeological, historic, and ethnographic resources to better understand and manage the
resources, including cultural landscapes. The preserve staff will conduct any needed
archeological or other resource-specific surveys and National Register of Historic Places
evaluations and identify recommended treatments. The results of these efforts will be
incorporated into comprehensive preserve-wide planning and resource assessments, as well
as site-specific planning, mitigation, and environmental analysis.

Museum collections will be acquired, accessioned and cataloged, preserved, protected, and
made available for access and use according to NPS standards and guidelines.

Known archeological sites will be routinely monitored to assess and document the effects of
natural processes and human activities on the resources. Archeological resources will be left
undisturbed and preserved in a stable condition to prevent degradation and loss of research
values unless intervention could be justified based on compelling research, interpretation,
site protection, or preserve development needs. Recovered archeological materials and
associated records will be treated in accordance with NPS Management Policies 2006, NPS
Musewm Handbook, and 36 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) Part 79.

As appropriate, archeological surveys or monitoring will precede any ground disturbance.
Significant archeological resources will be avoided to the greatest extent possible during
construction. If such resources could not be avoided, an appropriate mitigation strategy (e.g.,
the excavation, recordation, and mapping of cultural remains prior to disturbance to ensure
that important archeological data is recovered and documented) will be developed in
consultation with the Texas state historic preservation office (SHPO) and, as necessary,
associated American Indian tribes.

If, during construction, previously unknown archeological resources are discovered, all work
in the immediate vicinity of the discovery will be halted until the resources can be identified
and documented. If the resources could not be preserved ## situ, an appropriate mitigation
strategy will be developed. In the unlikely event that human remains, funerary objects, sacred
objects, or objects of cultural patrimony are discovered during construction, provisions
outlined in the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act of 1990 (25 USC
3001) will be followed. If non-Indian human remains are discovered, standard reporting
procedures to notify the proper authorities will be followed, as will all applicable federal,
state, and local laws. ’

All projects with the potential for ground disturbance will undergo site-specific planning and
compliance procedures. For archeological resources, construction projects and designed
facilities will be in previously disturbed or existing developed areas. Wherever possible,
adverse impacts to archeological resources will be avoided to the extent possible in
accordance with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Archeology and Historic
Preservation.

To minimize visual and auditory intrusions on cultural resources from modern development,
the National Park Service will use screening or sensitive designs that will be compatible with
historic resources and cultural landscapes and not intrude on ethnographic resources. If
adverse impacts cannot be avoided, impacts will be mitigated through a consultation process
with all interested parties.



Continue ongoing consultations with culturally associated American Indian tribes. Protect
sensitive traditional use areas to the extent feasible by avoiding or mitigating impacts on
ethnographic resources and continuing to provide access to traditional use and spiritual
areas. Mitigation could include identification of and assistance in accessing alternative
resource gathering areas and screening new development from traditional use areas.

Encourage visitors through the preserve’s interpretive programs to respect and leave
undisturbed any inadvertently encountered archeological resources as well as to respect and
leave undisturbed any offerings placed by American Indians.

NATURAL RESOURCES

Air Quality

Implement a dust abatement program for construction projects. Standard dust abatement
measures could include the following elements: water spraying or otherwise stabilizing soils,
covering haul trucks, employing speed limits on unpaved roads, minimizing vegetation
clearing, and revegetating after construction.

Nonnative Species

Soils

Implement an invasive weed control program. Standard measures could include the
following elements: ensure construction-related equipment arrives on-site free of mud or
seed-bearing material, certify all seeds and straw material as weed-free, identify areas of
invasive weeds preconstruction, treat invasive weeds or weed topsoil before construction
(e.g., topsoil segregation, storage, herbicide treatment), and revegetate with appropriate
native species. '

Build any proposed facilities on soils suitable for development. Minimize soil erosion by
limiting the time that soil is left exposed and by applying other erosion-control measures,
such as erosion matting, silt fencing, and sedimentation basins in construction areas to
reduce erosion, surface scouring, and discharge to water bodies. Once work is completed,
revegetate construction areas with native plants in a timely manner.

Endangered and Threatened Species and Species of Concern

Mitigation actions will occur during normal preserve operations as well as before, during, and after
construction to minimize immediate and long-term impacts on rare, threatened, and endangered
species. These actions will vary by specific project and area of the preserve affected. Additional
mitigation measures will be added depending on the specific action and location. Many of the
measures listed below for vegetation and wildlife will also benefit rare, threatened, and endangered
species by helping to preserve habitat. Mitigation actions specific to rare, threatened, and
endangered species will include the following:

Conduct surveys for rare, threatened, and endangered species as warranted.



Locate and design facilities and actions to avoid adverse effects on rare, threatened, and
endangered species. If avoidance is infeasible, minimize and compensate for adverse effects
on rare, threatened, and endangered species as appropriate and in consultation with the
appropriate resource agencies. Conduct work outside of critical periods for the specific
species. '

Develop and implement restoration or monitoring plans as warranted. Plans should include
methods for implementation, performance standards, monitoring criteria, and adaptive
management techniques.

Implement measures to reduce adverse effects of nonnative plants and wildlife on rare,
threatened, and endangered species.

Vegetation

Monitor areas used by visitors (e.g., trails) for signs of native vegetation disturbance. Use
public education, revegetation of disturbed areas with native plants, erosion-control
measures, and barriers to control potential impacts on plants from trail erosion or social
trailing.

Develop revegetation plans for the disturbed area and require the use of native species.
Revegetation plans should specify seed or plant source, seed or plant mixes, soil preparation,
and other details as needed. Salvage vegetation should be used to the extent possible.

Wildlife ,

Implement visitor education programs, restrictions on visitor activities, and preserve ranger
patrols as necessary to reduce impacts to wildlife.

Implement a natural resource protection program. Standard measures will include
construction scheduling, biological monitoring, erosion and sediment control, the use of
fencing or other means to protect sensitive resources adjacent to construction, the removal
of all food-related items or rubbish, topsoil salvage, and revegetation. This could include
specific construction monitoring by resource specialists as well as treatment and reporting
procedures.

Natural Soundscapes

Implement standard noise abatement measures during construction. Standard noise
abatement measures could include the following elements: a schedule that minimizes impacts
on adjacent noise-sensitive uses and the use of the best available noise control techniques
wherever feasible. '

Implement standard noise abatement measures during preserve operations using measures
such as those listed above.

Site and design facilities to minimize the intrusive frequencies, magnitudes, and durations of
human-caused sound.

Schedule interpretive programs to avoid times when noisy activities occur.
Use quiet technology equipment wherever feasible.
Use hydraulically or electrically powered impact tools when feasible.

Place stationary noise sources as far from sensitive uses as possible.
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= Theidling of motors (power tools, equipment, and vehicles) will be minimized when notin
use.

Scenic Resources

»  Where appropriate, use facilities such as boardwalks and fences to route people away from
sensitive natural and cultural resources, while still permitting access to important viewpoints.

= Design, site, and construct facilities to avoid or minimize adverse effects on natural and
cultural resources and visual intrusion into the natural or cultural landscape.

» Provide vegetation screening, where appropriate.

SUSTAINABILTY AND AESTHETICS

= Projects will avoid or minimize adverse impacts on natural and cultural resources.

= Development projects (e.g., buildings, facilities, utilities, roads, bridges, trails, etc.) or
reconstruction projects (e.g., road reconstruction, building rehabilitation, utility upgrade,
etc.) will be designed to work in harmony with the surroundings to the greatest extent
possible.

= Projects will reduce, minimize, or eliminate air and water nonpoint-source pollution.

= Projects will take into account the expected effects of climate change on preserve resources
and will incorporate this information into project planning, design, and construction.

» Projects will be sustainable whenever practicable by recycling and reusing materials, by
minimizing materials, by minimizing energy consumption during the project, and by
minimizing energy consumption throughout the lifespan of the project.

- USER CAPACITY

General management plans for national park system units are required by law to identify and address
implementation commitments for user capacity, also known as carrying capacity. The National Park
Service defines user capacity as the types and levels of visitor use that can be accommodated while
sustaining the quality of preserve resources and visitor experiences consistent with the purposes of
the preserve. Managing user capacity in national park units is inherently complex and depends not
only on the number of visitors but also on where the visitors go, what they do, and the “footprints”
they leave behind. In managing user capacity, NPS staff and partners employ a variety of
management tools and strategies rather than relying solely on regulating the number of people in a
preserve area. In addition, the ever-changing nature of visitor use in preserves requires an adaptive
approach to user capacity management.

As part of the NPS commitment to implement user capacity, preserve staff will abide by these
directives for guiding the types and levels of visitor use that will be accommodated while sustaining
the quality of preserve resources and visitor experiences consistent with the preserve’s purpose.

The FGMP/EIS includes indicators and standards for Big Thicket National Preserve. Indicators and
standards are measurable features that will be monitored to track changes in resource conditions and
visitor experiences. Indicators and standards help the National Park Service ensure that desired



conditions are being attained, supporting the fulfillment of the preserve’s legislative and policy
requirements. The plan also identifies the types of management actions that will be taken to achieve
desired conditions and related legislative and policy requirements.

Priority indicators for user capacity at Big Thicket National Preserve are

* number of new and existing dumping sites encountered and incidences recorded in areas
currently patrolled

» number of illegal ORV instances (instances being new trails or continued use of existing
illegal trails) per unit of the preserve

» presence of a noncompliant houseboat

» number of incidences of citations or encounters of obvious resource removal, as evidenced
by shovel holes or other signs of activity

»  Escherichia coli (E. coli) levels in areas where visitors participate in water-based primary
contact recreation activities

» number of occurrences of vandalism that results in damage to NPS assets

= percent of any user group population (e.g., hunting, hiking, boating) that experiences
conflicts either within or between user groups (can be reported or observed)

= number of vessel trips (canoes, kayaks, and tubes) per day on Village Creek south of FM 418
and north of US 96 g

» percent of additional requested hunting permits above previous hunting permit limits by unit

Standards that represent the minimum aéceptable condition are shown in table 5 of the FGMP/EIS.

LONG-TERM MONITORING

= NPS staff will continue monitoring use levels and patterns throughout Big Thicket National
Preserve. In addition, NPS staff will monitor these user capacity indicators. The rigor of
monitoring the indicators, such as the frequency of monitoring cycles and the geographic
area monitored, might vary considerably, depending on how close existing conditions are to
the standards. If the existing conditions are well below the standard, the rigor of monitoring
might be less than if the existing conditions are close to or trending toward the standard.

» Initial monitoring of the indicators will determine if the indicators are accurately measuring
the conditions of concern and if the standards truly represent the minimally acceptable
condition of the indicator. NPS staff might decide to modify the indicators or standards and
revise the monitoring program if better ways are found to measure changes caused by visitor
use. Most of these types of changes should be made within the first several years of initiating
monitoring. After this initial testing period, adjustments will be less likely.

| = Ifuselevels and patterns change appreciably, NPS staff might need to identify new indicators
| to ensure that desired conditions are achieved and maintained. This iterative learning and
refining process, a form of adaptive management, is a strength of the NPS user capacity
management program.
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OTHER ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

Other alternatives were considered during the planning process. The paragraphs below describe the
concept and key features of these alternatives. More detailed information on these alternatives can
be found in the FGMP/EIS.

ALTERNATIVE 1: CONTINUATION OF CURRENT MANAGEMENT
(NO-ACTION ALTERNATIVE)

Under this alternative, the current management approach for the preserve would continue into the
future. The management direction would be in accordance with the 1980 general management plan
(GMP), previous NPS practices and approved actions, and all applicable laws, regulations, and
policies. Lands acquired after the 1980 general management plan (including the Big Sandy Creek
corridor unit, Village Creek corridor unit, and Canyonlands unit) would be managed in a manner
compatible with existing units. New or expanded uses would not be anticipated.

ALTERNATIVE 3: LEADERSHIP IN BIODIVERSITY AND SUSTAINABILITY

Alternative 3 would emphasize natural resource preservation and research while providing self-
reliant recreational opportunities. This alternative would provide the highest emphasis on
protection, restoration, and maintenance of native biodiversity in the preserve. Restoration and
active management would restore native vegetation communities, species assemblages, and
ecological functions. The National Park Service would engage communities in neighborhood
partnership programs and citizen science activities with the goals of increasing volunteerism and
developing local stakeholder interest in the preserve and its natural resources. Preserve operations
would feature strong environmental protection and sustainable development and practices. In
addition, the National Park Service would increase patrols and improve signage to increase the
visibility of preserve-managed lands and waters to the public.

ALTERNATIVE 4: CONNECTING PEOPLE TO THE PRESERVE

The purpose of this alternative is to increase the relevancy of Big Thicket National Preserve and the
National Park Service to the people in the communities of southeast Texas and to visitors from all
over the world. Nature, history, and recreational opportunities would encourage people to connect
to and support the preserve’s mission. In this alternative, management would emphasize personal
connections to the preserve through family and cultural history, recreational opportunities, and
personal experiences. Opportunities to visit the preserve using technology would be considered.
This alternative recognizes that the cultural history of the preserve is also a history of the
surrounding communities and the region. This history includes the history of the tribes, early settlers
through today’s inhabitants. Visitors would continue to have the opportunity to enjoy a range of
recreational activities consistent with the purpose of the preserve. There would be improved access
in some areas (e.g., Lance Rosier and Canyonlands units) as well as enhanced recreational and
interpretive opportunities. Resource management efforts would support and maintain the
biodiversity of the preserve and appropriate visitor experiences, as well as a landscape that reflects
the historic native ecosystems. Preserve operations would feature strong environmental protection
and sustainable development and practices.
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BASIS FOR DECISION

This record of decision has been developed in accordance with the policies and purposes of the
National Environmental Policy Act of 1969, as amended (42 USC 4371 et seq.), which requires
relevant environmental documents, comments, and responses be part of the record in making

deécisions. Furthermore, the act requires that the alternatives considered by the decision maker are
encompassed by the range of alternatives discussed in the relevant environmental documents and
that the decision maker consider the alternatives described in the environmental impact statement.

As described earlier, a full range of alternatives was developed as part of the environmental impact
statement. Alternative visions for managing the preserve were developed by identifying different
ways to address the planning issues, in context with the preserve’s purpose and significance. In
developing this range of alternatives, the National Park Service adhered to the requirements of the
National Environmental Policy Act, while giving careful consideration to the preserve’s enabling
legislation. Oftentimes, this requires balancing natural and cultural resource protection with visitor
services, facilities, and recreational opportunities. The following major decision points were used to
help develop these alternative concepts: '

How can the National Park Service best

= manage natural resources to minimize the effects of habitat fragmentation; protect, maintain,
and improve water systems; and protect, maintain, and restore native biodiversity and
ecosystem health?

» provide appropriate recreational opportunities for visitors and access to these opportunities?
» protect natural and cultural resources from inadvertent visitor and illegal activities?
» increase National Park Service presence in the surrounding communities?

* manage operations efficiently and sustainably?

While aiming to address the above decision points, the National Park Service identified alternative 2
as the agency’s preferred alternative. This alternative provides the best combination of strategies to
protect the preserve’s unique natural and cultural resources and visitor experience, while improving
the preserve’s operational effectiveness and sustainability. It also provides other advantages to the
preserve, regional communities, partners, and stakeholders.

The identification of the preferred alternative is also based on extensive NPS analysis of the
beneficial and adverse impacts of all alternatives. The results of this analysis, found in chapter 4 of
the FGMP/EIS, demonstrate that the preferred alternative has the greatest beneficial effect across a
range of preserve resources and values, including natural and cultural resources, visitor use and
experience, socioeconomics, and preserve operations and facilities.

The National Park Service also considered public comments on the draft GMP/EIS that were
received from individuals, organizations, tribes, and agencies. There was no controversy generated
by these comments.

The preferred alternative included in the FGMP/EIS meets the preserve’s enabling legislative

requirements to preserve, conserve, and protect natural and cultural resources while providing for
public enjoyment. Also, the selected alternative best balances the NPS need to provide high-quality
visitor experiences and protect resources. The selected alternative also addresses public comments
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and concerns received, as summarized in the section entitled, “Public and Agency Involvement” in
this Record of Decision.

ENVIRONMENTALLY-PREFERABLE-ALTERNATIVE

As defined in CEQ “Forty Most Asked Questions,” (Q6a) the environmentally preferable alternative
is defined as “.. .the alternative that causes the least damage to the biological and physical
environment; it also means the alternative which best protects, preserves; and enhances historic,
cultural, and natural resources.” It should be noted that there is no requirement that the
environmentally preferred alternative and the NPS preferred alternative be the same.

In analyzing the impacts to natural and cultural resources, as described in chapter 4 of the
FGMP/EIS, none of the alternatives would result in more than moderate adverse impacts—most
adverse impacts would be negligible to minor in intensity. Indeed, most of the preserve’s natural
resources would not be affect