
Federal Transit Administration  

Standard Operating Procedures for Managing the Environmental Review Process 

The Federal Transit Administration (FTA) Office of Environmental Programs developed standard 
operating procedures (SOPs) to provide additional direction and recommendations to FTA staff who are 
managing the environmental review process.  The environmental review process SOPs are supplements 
to existing resources, such as FTA environmental regulations and various guidance documents.   

Applicability/Scope 
Implementation of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and other Federal environmental laws 
is flexible in that the laws are broad enough to accommodate varied Federal actions around the country 
and across Federal agencies, yet those laws also carry specific requirements.  The FTA environmental 
review process SOPs were developed to reflect the flexibility provided by NEPA while addressing 
requirements found in the Council on Environmental Quality’s NEPA implementing regulations (40 CFR 
parts 1500-1508), FTA’s environmental impact and related regulations (23 CFR part 771), and statutory 
provisions that affect the implementation of NEPA for transit projects.  In addition to considering 
Federal statutory provisions and regulations, FTA considered guidance and executive orders when 
developing the SOPs, which include mandated actions as well as recommendations or best 
practices.  The SOPs outline FTA staff roles and responsibilities in managing the environmental review 
process, including development of all levels of environmental documentation (categorical exclusions, 
environmental assessments, findings of no significant impacts, environmental impacts statements, and 
records of decision) and consideration of other environmental requirements where appropriate.  

Responsibilities 
For most projects, FTA Regional staff is responsible for managing the environmental review process.  
While the project sponsor may perform the technical studies, conduct outreach, and prepare 
documentation, FTA maintains responsibility for compliance with NEPA and other relevant Federal 
environmental laws (e.g., Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act, Section 4(f) of the DOT 
Act).   

Standard Procedures 
The following table identifies FTA’s Environmental SOPs: 
 

SOP No.  SOP Name Purpose 
 
1 

 
Environmental Project File and 
Considerations for Administrative 
Records 
 

 
Provides guidance to ensure that FTA has records of all necessary 
written materials, electronic or hard copy, that pertain to FTA’s 
environmental review process for a project. 

 
2 

 
Project Initiation and 
Determining NEPA Class of Action 
 

 
Provides guidance for the earliest phase of the environmental review 
process for FTA projects. 



SOP No.  SOP Name Purpose 

3 Early Scoping 
Provides guidance on early scoping, an optional step in the public 
planning and environmental processes that precedes formal NEPA 
scoping.  

4 Purpose and Need 
Provides guidance on the purpose and need statements, which provide 
the rationale and justification for undertaking a major Federal action 
and forms the basis for the range of alternatives to be studied in the 
environmental document. 

5 Alternatives Provides guidance on the identification, development, and evaluation 
of alternatives in the environmental review process. 

6 Notice of Intent Provides guidance on the preparation of a notice of intent (NOI), which 
announces that FTA and other lead agencies intend to prepare an 
environmental impact statement.   

7 Scoping Provides guidance on scoping—an early and open process for 
determining the scope of issues to be addressed and for identifying the 
significant issues related to a proposed action. 

8 Annotated Outline Provides guidance on the development of annotated outlines, which 
can be used to create the framework for the environmental document. 

9 Review and Distribution of 
Environmental Assessments 

Provides guidance for the review and processing of environmental 
assessments for actions in which the significance of environmental 
impacts is not clearly established. 

10 Managing Content, Review, and 
Distribution of Environmental 
Impact Statements 

Provides guidance on the drafting and processing of environmental 
impact statements required for any action that significantly affects the 
quality of the human (including natural) environment.  This SOP also 
discusses combined final environmental impact statement/record of 
decision documents. 

11 Receiving and Responding to 
Public and Agency Comments 

Provides guidance on the public and agency comment process for the 
environmental review process. 

12 Documentation of Mitigation 
Commitments 

Provides guidance on consideration and documentation of mitigation 
commitments for impacts identified through the environmental review 
process. 



SOP No.  SOP Name Purpose 
 
13 

 
Findings of No Significant Impact 

 
Provides guidance on preparing a finding of no significant impact based 
on an environmental assessment that identifies no significant impacts. 
 

 
14 

 
Record of Decision 

 
Provides guidance on preparing a record of decision, the decision 
document for an environmental impact statement. 
 

 
 
15 

 
 
Limitations on Claims 

 
Provides guidance on FTA publication of a Limitation on Claims notice 
in the Federal Register announcing that FTA has taken a final agency 
action on a project, thereby limiting legal claims against that project. 
 

 
16 

 
Review and File Management of 
Categorical Exclusions 

 
Provides guidance on the review and application of categorical 
exclusions for projects.   
 

 
17 

 
Re-Evaluations and Supplemental 
Documents 

 
Provides guidance on re-evaluations and supplemental documents to 
determine whether a completed environmental document or decision 
requires supplemental analysis. 
 

 
18 

 
Section 4(f) Evaluations 

 
Provides guidance on the recommended timing of the Section 4(f) 
processes and to improve understanding in the transit context. 
 

 
19 

 
Consideration of Contaminated 
Properties including Brownfields 

 
Provides guidance on assessment and acquisition considerations for 
property that is or may be contaminated (brownfields or suspected 
brownfields). 
 

 
20 
 
 

 
Agency Roles and Government-
to-Government Coordination  

 
Provides guidance on agency roles and responsibilities during the 
environmental review process.  

 
References 
Each SOP includes a list of resources and associated links referenced in the SOP.  In many of the SOPs, 
the SAFETEA-LU Environmental Review Process Final Guidance (2006) is listed.  While the Federal 
Highway Administration and FTA published a draft update in 2015 for public review and comment, a 
final version has not been published.  Practitioners must use the 2006 version until further notice, 
keeping in mind the statutory changes made since then by the FAST Act and MAP-21 (various FAST Act 
and MAP-21 guidance/Q&A resources are available).    
 
 



 
 

Title: Environmental Project File and Considerations for Administrative Records 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  1 

Issued by the Office Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance to ensure that FTA has records of all written materials, electronic or 
hard copy, that pertain to FTA’s environmental review process for a project. 
 
An environmental project file (project file) should be part of FTA’s management of the environmental 
review process.  The project file may be needed when the DOT Office of the Inspector General or the 
Government Accountability Office conducts a review of the FTA grant process.  More importantly, the 
project file serves as the basis for developing an administrative record to document FTA decisions and is 
crucial when litigation occurs. 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
FTA Regional staff should start compiling a project file when a project sponsor signals its intent to seek 
funding from FTA.  Best practice is to keep a comprehensive collection of files in a shared library (e.g., 
SharePoint, network drive, or contractor-initiated site).  Shared network drives can be used but are not 
ideal due to lack of version control.  Additionally, some FTP sites are used for file transfer only.  If using a 
site managed by a contractor, the project sponsor should have an agreement in place where the 
contractor agrees to collect and keep records in accordance with FTA policy.  The Region should retain 
the project file past the completion of the environmental review process, until the grant is closed out 
and the project is in operation.  The Region should follow established FTA policies and practices for 
records management of all written materials―electronic and hard copy.  It is preferable to maintain 
electronic files over hard copy. 
 
There are instances, typically if there is litigation or anticipation of litigation, when FTA Regional Counsel 
or FTA Headquarters Counsel will direct staff to compile a more comprehensive record of the project, 
called the administrative record.  The administrative record is a compilation of all the written documents 
that FTA relied upon when it made its National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) determination.  The 
administrative record must be able to satisfy a Federal court that: 
 

• The FTA decisionmaker (usually the Regional Administrator) was not arbitrary or capricious in its 
decisionmaking; 

• The FTA decisionmaker relied on documentation in the administrative record to support its 
determination.  In other words, the Regional Administrator considered relevant data and 
information, and objectively evaluated all the information before him/her before issuing a 
determination in accordance with the applicable laws; and 

• The final agency action is supported by the administrative record. 
 
Issuance of a categorical exclusion (CE), a finding of no significant impact (FONSI), a record of decision 
(ROD), or a final environmental impact statement (FEIS)/ROD is a “final agency action” per the 
Administrative Procedure Act (APA), 5 U.S.C. §§ 551-9 and 701-6.  A person who wants to challenge a 
final agency action may sue for judicial review per APA Section 706(2)(A).  Any judicial review will rely 



 
 

primarily on an agency’s administrative record.  An agency’s action will be upheld unless the court finds 
it “arbitrary, capricious, and an abuse of discretion, or otherwise not in accordance with the law” (APA 
Section 706(2)(A)). 
 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff responsible for an environmental review will maintain the project file.  For some 
projects, FTA headquarters staff may maintain the project file in coordination with Regional staff.  FTA 
Regional Counsel and FTA headquarters counsel are responsible for determining when to compile an 
administrative record for a project.  Project sponsors or their consultants should also maintain a project 
file during the environmental review process.  The collection of files should be comprehensive, and not 
limited to the working documents that FTA is actively reviewing. 
 
4. Standard Procedures 

 
4.1. Designate responsibility.  Management at the FTA Regional office will designate the FTA staff 

member responsible for retaining the project file. 
 

4.2. Communicate with the project sponsor.  At the initiation of environmental review process, 
Regional staff should discuss with the project sponsor the process for maintaining the project 
file.  The Region may advise the project sponsor to maintain its own file similar to FTA’s; this 
may include items not included in FTA’s file, such as minutes of internal meetings. 
 

4.3.  Material to include in the project file.  The list below includes documents that should reside in 
the project file.  Documents in the project file should relate directly to the environmental review 
process, should identify the persons involved (e.g., include cover letters indicating “to” and 
“from”), and should be dated.  Generally, deliberative material (e.g., draft project plans 
presented during meetings) should be retained, as appropriate, until the project is constructed 
and in operation. 

 
• Conflict-of-interest forms.  Include the disclosure forms signed by the project sponsor’s 

consulting firms, attesting to the lack of a NEPA conflict of interest. 
• Correspondence among FTA staff.  Correspondence (emails, transcribed phone 

conversations, letters, etc.) between staff can be useful to show that FTA considered an 
issue before making a decision.  General email conversations, in particular those 
concerning particularly complex issues, must be retained.   

• Correspondence with agencies and stakeholders. Correspondence (including memos, 
letters, and significant emails) to and from resource agencies and stakeholders should 
be included in the project file.  

• Environmental documents and decision documents.  The project file should always 
include the environmental documents themselves (e.g., draft EIS (DEIS), ROD or 
FEIS/ROD, environmental assessment (EA), finding of no significant impact (FONSI), 
and/or the CE substantiation) (and their supporting materials (i.e., appendices and 
technical reports)).  In addition, the project file should include re-evaluations and 
supplemental documents. 

• Meeting agendas, minutes, and supporting materials.  For larger projects, the project 
sponsor or consultant often prepares these products.  For smaller projects, FTA staff 
should note when meetings or conversations took place with resource agencies. 



 
 

• Public notices and supporting materials.  Copies of notices issued by FTA, or notices 
issued by the project sponsor on behalf of FTA, should include an indication of the 
method(s) of distribution, and project materials distributed at public meetings. 

• Technical reports.  Technical reports (or memos) can be an efficient means of compiling 
supporting data for major topics under review through the environmental review 
process and should be retained in the project file. 

• Telephone memos.  A telephone conversation should be documented if the 
conversation yields substantive information that will not be reproduced in writing.  We 
expect this to occur rarely, as most such conversations would be documented in writing. 

 
4.4. Attorney-client and internal files.  Certain files are used for internal deliberation within 

FTA/DOT or for discussion of legal issues between attorneys or between an attorney and a 
client.  Those types of files and communications should be labeled accordingly, when possible.  
 

4.5. Paper records.  In an effort to reduce paper use, retention of paper records should be limited to 
documents essential to FTA’s decisionmaking; however, paper records should include 
documents having original signatures and important handwritten notations.  The electronic file 
folder should contain copies of all items included in the paper file. 
 

4.6. Retention of files.  Unless otherwise directed, the Regional Office taking the final agency action 
should retain the project file until the project is open for revenue service and all grants 
providing funds for the project have been closed out.  Project files may be stored in an archive, 
as appropriate. 

 
5. References 

• Maintaining a Project File and Preparing an Administrative Record for NEPA Study (AASHTO, 
2006) 

• Records Management by Federal Agencies, 41 U.S.C. §§ 3101-3107  
• FTA Order 1324.1C, Records Management Guidelines  (2013) 
• National Archives and Records Administration guidelines 
• Guidance to Federal Agencies on Compiling the Administrative Record (DOJ, 1999) 

 
 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 
 

http://environment.transportation.org/pdf/programs/PG01.pdf
http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid%3AUSC-prelim-title44-chapter31&edition=prelim
http://www.archives.gov/records-mgmt/
http://environment.transportation.org/pdf/programs/usdoj_guidance_re_admin_record_prep.pdf


 
 
 

 

Title:  Project Initiation and Determining NEPA Class of Action 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  2 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance for the earliest phase of the environmental review process for FTA 
projects. 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
FTA determines if and when it will be involved in the environmental review process.  Prior to initiating 
review, FTA needs to decide if there is an FTA action (i.e., a transit project proposed for FTA funding; see 
23 CFR 771.107 for full definition).  If there is no FTA action, FTA will likely not be involved.  If there is an 
FTA action, Regional staff should determine the appropriate time for project initiation (i.e., the action is 
sufficiently defined that assessment of its environmental impacts is feasible) in consultation with the 
Regional Counsel, as appropriate.  The Regional Office must also make a National Environmental Policy 
Act (NEPA) class of action determination. 
 
3. Responsibilities 
The FTA Regional Administrator, or designee, as appropriate, is generally responsible for all 
environmental decisions, including project initiation and determining the class of action, related to any 
FTA action, in consultation with the Regional Counsel.  The project sponsor (generally the sponsoring 
transit agency) may recommend a certain class of action based on the project’s potential impacts.   
 
FTA Regional staff is responsible for managing the day-to-day activities of the review.  This means the 
staff is responsible for regularly communicating with the project sponsor and ensuring FTA has the 
necessary information to support the Regional Administrator’s decisions on a project. 
 
4. Standard Procedures for Project Initiation 
 

4.1. Project information.  Project sponsors should coordinate with FTA Regional Staff for an initial 
determination as to whether an environmental impact statement (EIS) will likely be required.  
Per 23 U.S.C. § 139(e),for projects that will be evaluated with an EIS, the project sponsor must 
provide Regional staff with project initiation information on the proposed project, including the 
project description (i.e., the type of work, termini, length and general location of the project), a 
list of any anticipated Federal approvals, and any additional information that the project 
sponsor considers important for initiating a project.  Additionally, FTA recommends the project 
sponsor provide a summary of prior planning work on the project; the project’s general purpose 
and need (EIS); and, a graphic showing the location of the proposed project–its proposed 
termini, station and maintenance facility locations and sizes, and other pertinent project 
features.  The project sponsor fulfills this information requirement by providing FTA Regional 
staff with any relevant documents that contain the required and suggested project information; 
the information may take the form of a draft notice of intent (NOI) for an EIS. 



 
 
 

 

If a project may qualify for a categorical exclusion or environmental assessment, the information 
needed is normally less than that described above, but the project sponsor should at a minimum 
provide a basic project description and location map/graphic.  
 

4.2. Review of application.  Once FTA has received the project initiation information from the 
project sponsor, FTA Regional staff evaluate the information to determine whether there is 
sufficient information to initiate the environmental review process, including confirming the 
class of action.  The information should be used to determine the factors below.    

 
4.2.1.  Eligibility and likelihood of funding.  The Regional Office should determine (1) 
whether the project is eligible for FTA funding, and (2) whether the project sponsor seeks 
FTA funding.  In determining whether a project is eligible and may be funded by FTA, the 
Region should consider the following: 
 

• Metropolitan Transportation Plan (MTP).  As the MTP is financially-constrained, it is 
reasonably likely that any project included in the MTP will be funded and there will 
be an FTA action (23 CFR part 450).  However, there are occasions when FTA expects 
to fund a project that is not initially in the MTP; the decision to initiate NEPA for 
these projects should be made on a case-by-case basis.   

• Funding nexus.  Occasionally, a project sponsor will request FTA conduct an 
environmental review for a project that has no identified or planned/programmed  
FTA funding.  FTA does not generally conduct NEPA reviews for projects with no FTA 
funding currently identified or planned, but that decision is at the discretion of the 
Regional Administrator. 

 
4.2.2.  FTA’s role in the process.  After determining that a project is eligible for and will 
likely receive FTA funding, the Regional Administrator determines FTA’s role in the 
environmental review process.  This should be done in coordination with the project 
sponsor and may include discussions with other Federal, State, and local agencies.  The 
environmental review process roles and responsibilities are discussed in detail in 23 U.S.C. § 
139, 23 CFR part 771, and 40 CFR parts 1500-1508.  For more information see the Agency 
SOP.   

 
4.2.3.  Scope requirements (23 CFR 771.11(f)).  The Regional Office should ensure that any 
project under consideration connects logical termini (if linear) and is of sufficient length to 
address environmental matters on a broad scope; has independent utility or significance 
(i.e., is a useable and reasonable expenditure even if no additional transportation 
improvements in the area are made); and does not restrict consideration of alternatives for 
other reasonably foreseeable transportation improvements.  This applies to all classes of 
action. 

 
4.2.4.  Limitation on actions prior to and during environmental review. 

 
• Evaluation of prior actions.  Regional staff should ensure that the project sponsor 

has not prematurely taken action that would affect FTA’s ability to comply with 
NEPA and other environmental requirements, such as Section 4(f) and Section 106.  



 
 
 

 

Examples of impermissible actions include demolition of buildings on the proposed 
project site without prior FTA approval or certain cases of advance acquisition of 
real property.  For more information on permissible early acquisition of real 
property, see FTA’s Corridor Preservation Guidance and FTA’s Categorical Exclusion 
Guidance. 

• Limitations on activity during the environmental review process.  A project 
sponsor may exercise pre-award authority to take certain implementation activities, 
but many restrictions on such actions still apply.  Pre-award authorities and 
restrictions are detailed in FTA’s Annual Appropriation Notice in the Federal 
Register. 

 
4.2.5.  Class of action.  As detailed further in Section 5, Regional staff should make a 
preliminary determination on class of action, in particular, whether the proposed class of 
action is an EIS, in order to be able to provide a written response to the project sponsor on a 
timeline and anticipated Federal Register publication date for a NOI to prepare an EIS. 
 

4.3. Written response to project sponsor.  For EIS documents, no later than 45 days after the date 
when the Regional Office received the project initiation information from the project sponsor, 
the Regional Office must provide a written response in the form of a letter or email to the 
project sponsor.  The response to the project sponsor will provide the determination of the 
Regional Administrator, or designee, to: 
 

• Initiate the environmental review process and provide a timeline and expected date for 
publishing a NOI in the Federal Register;   

• Decline the application and explaining the reasons for that decision; or  
• Request additional information in order to make a determination on project funding 

eligibility and likelihood of funding, scope, history, and likely class of action.    
 
5. Standard Procedures for Determining the NEPA Class of Action 
 

5.1. Timing of class of action determination.  After taking into account the above considerations 
regarding project initiation, the Regional Administrator, or their designee, will confirm the class 
of action—deciding initially whether the project requires the preparation of an EIS or an 
environmental assessment (EA), or is categorically excluded from the need to prepare either an 
EIS or an EA.  FTA should notify the project sponsor of its class of action determination as well as 
our expectations for the review process (e.g., project tasks to be completed, FTA’s role in the 
review).   

 
5.2. Determining significance.  The class of action for a project should reflect the level of 

significance of the potential impacts.  For example, NEPA requires an EIS for major Federal 
actions that “significantly” affect the quality of the human and natural environment.  The term 
“significantly” requires consideration of both the context and intensity of the action (40 CFR 
1508.27). 

 
5.2.1.  Context.  Context means that the significance of an action (both long- and short-
term) should be analyzed in several contexts relative to environmental conditions at an 



 
 
 

 

appropriate scale, such as society as a whole (human, national), the affected region, the 
affected interests, and/or the locality.  Significance varies with the proposed action’s setting. 

 
5.2.2.  Intensity.  Intensity refers to the severity of impact.   FTA typically considers the 
following in evaluating the intensity of project impacts: unique characteristics of the project, 
such as its location in park lands, wetlands, or ecologically critical areas; difficulties in 
relocating displaced businesses or residences, especially environmental justice populations; 
the degree of controversy regarding environmental matters; the degree to which the action 
may adversely affect resources on or eligible for the National Register of Historic Places; the 
degree to which the action may adversely affect an endangered or threatened species or 
designated critical habitat; and whether the action may lead to a violation of a Federal, 
State, or local environmental law or requirement. 

 
5.3. Classes of action (23 CFR 771.115).  There are three classes of actions that prescribe the level of 

documentation and the associated environmental review process requirements. 
 

5.3.1.  Categorical Exclusion (CE).  CEs are categories of actions that in the absence of 
unusual circumstances do not individually or cumulatively have a significant environmental 
effect and are ordinarily excluded from the requirement to prepare an EA or EIS.  See 23 CFR 
771.118.  
 

• “C-list” actions (23 CFR 771.118(c)).  To apply a c-list CE, FTA must determine that 
the proposed action falls within the scope and conditions described for the CE.  An 
action not explicitly described in the c-list but is similar in nature to an action 
described within a c-list CE may still qualify as a c-list CE.  

• “D-list” actions (23 CFR 771.118(d)).  The d-list provides examples of actions that 
may qualify as d-list CEs.  These examples are broader than those in the c-list; the d-
list is representative and not an exhaustive list of all actions.  When determining 
whether a d-list CE is appropriate for a project, the Regional Office should work with 
the project sponsor to prepare concise documentation supporting the selection of 
the CE.  

• When considering whether to process an action that is not explicitly found in the c-
list or d-list as a CE, Regional staff should consult with the Regional Counsel to 
ensure the action can be categorically excluded (i.e., the action meets the 
conditions found in 23 CFR 771.118(a) and (b)). 

 
5.3.2.  Environmental Assessment (EA).  EAs are concise public documents that include brief 
discussions of the need for the proposal, alternatives, environmental impacts of the 
proposed action and alternatives, and a listing of agencies and persons consulted (40 CFR 
1508.9).  Typically, FTA requires an EA in two situations: 
 

• Further investigation is needed to determine if the project would significantly affect 
the quality of the human and natural environment and require an EIS (23 CFR 
771.119(a)); or 

• For other purposes in compliance with NEPA (40 CFR 1508.9). 
 



 
 
 

 

5.3.3.  Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).  EISs are detailed written statements for 
major federal actions that will significantly affect the quality of the human and natural 
environment.  Per 23 CFR 771.115(a), FTA actions that normally require an EIS include: 

 
• Construction or extension of a fixed transit facility (e.g., rapid rail, light rail, 

commuter rail, bus rapid transit) that will not be located within an existing 
transportation right-of-way (ROW); or 

• New construction or extension of a separate roadway for buses not located within 
an existing transportation ROW. 

 
5.4. Distinguishing between CEs and EAs.  If Regional staff has determined that an EIS is not 

necessary, FTA must then decide between an EA and a CE.  There is no clear line that 
distinguishes whether a project warrants an EA or CE.  If a proposed project fits within one of 
the c-list or d-list CEs, it does not automatically mean that an EA will not be required.  Likewise, 
if the action is not explicitly listed on the c-list or among the d-list examples, it does not 
automatically trigger an EA.  Regional staff should consider the factors below in deciding 
between an EA and a CE. 
 

5.4.1.  Unusual Circumstances.  Section 771.118 includes the requirement for considering 
unusual circumstances, which is how the agencies consider extraordinary circumstances, in 
accordance with the CEQ regulations (40 CFR 1508.4).  The presence of “unusual 
circumstances” requires that the agencies “conduct appropriate environmental studies to 
determine if the CE classification is proper” pursuant to section 771.118(b).  The potential 
for unusual circumstances for a project does not automatically trigger an EA or EIS, but 
Regional staff needs to consider them to determine whether applying a CE to the project is 
appropriate.  Unusual circumstances include significant environmental impacts, substantial 
controversy on environmental grounds, significant impact on Section 4(f)- or Section 106-
protected properties, or inconsistencies with other Federal, State, or local environmental 
laws or requirements.    

 
5.4.2.  Agency and public involvement.  An EA ensures that agencies and the public have 
information on the project and an opportunity to comment through its required 30-day 
public availability period, while CEs do not carry any public involvement requirements.  
When public involvement seems appropriate due to potential impacts or environmental 
controversy, FTA may wish to consider an EA.  For example, a transit bus center with a 
number of impact areas located within an environmental justice community might warrant 
an EA, whereas a CE would be adequate for the same kind of project in a predominantly 
commercial area.  Either a c-list or d-list CE can, however, be accompanied by public 
involvement in situations such as these. 

 
5.4.3.  Alternatives.  An EA may sometimes be appropriate if the proposed project site is 
currently occupied by a resource that is protected by a statute, regulation, or executive 
order that requires the consideration of alternatives.  Examples include Section 4(f) 
resources (e.g., parks, recreation areas, wildlife refuges, and historic sites), where the use of 
the resource results in impacts that are greater than de minimis, and wetlands or other 
waters of the United States, where the encroachment would not qualify for a nationwide 



 
 
 

 

permit from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (33 CFR part 323).  Usually, the project 
sponsor considers alternative sites before coming to FTA and the possibility of using a d-list 
CE for the project will incentivize the project sponsor to select a site that has no significant 
impacts and does not require the consideration of alternatives.  Either a c-list or d-list CE 
may still be used, however, for these types of projects if determined appropriate. 

 
5.5. Distinguishing between EAs and EISs.  FTA has occasionally diverged from the list of actions 

that typically require an EIS (found in section 771.115(a)).  This demonstrates that FTA considers 
projects on an individual basis when determining whether an EIS is the correct class of action.  
The Regional Office should consider the following: 
 

5.5.1.  Potential for significant impact.  To determine whether a project’s environmental 
document should be an EA vs. an EIS, FTA considers the significance (i.e., context and 
intensity) of the environmental impacts, as well as potential mitigation.  For example, per 
section 771.115(a), an EIS is typically required when constructing rail transit facilities 
(including new stations and park-and-ride lots) outside of existing ROW due to the potential 
for significant impacts.  If the new rail transit project or extension is predominantly located 
within existing railroad ROW, then a lesser class of action is possible because the land is 
likely previously disturbed. 

 
5.5.2.  Agency and public involvement.  Both EA and EIS documents carry agency and public 
involvement requirements, but the EA process has fewer requirements.  At times, it may be 
appropriate to select an EIS class of action in order to satisfy project concerns (e.g., 
response to public controversy regarding environmental issues) or another Federal agency’s 
requirements when FTA is a joint lead Federal agency (e.g., U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ 
requirements pursuant to the Clean Water Act).  

 
5.6. Contracting and the environmental review process. 

 
5.6.1.  FTA review of the consultant’s scope of work.  Where possible, Regional staff should 
offer input on the consultant’s scope of work, as appropriate, prior to finalization to ensure 
an effective and efficient review process, helping the project sponsor to avoid the 
development of analysis not needed for compliance with environmental review 
requirements.  

 
5.6.2.  Conflict of interest form.  Regional staff must require the project sponsor’s 
environmental contractor and subcontractors (if any) to fill out and return a conflict of 
interest form (see attachment to SOP No. 1) as required by CEQ regulations (40 CFR 1506.5). 

 
6. References 

• CEQ regulations implementing NEPA, 40 CFR parts 1500-1508 
• FTA’s Environmental Impact and Related Procedures, 23 CFR part 771 
• FTA’s Metropolitan Planning Regulations, 23 CFR part 450 
• Efficient environmental reviews for project decisionmaking, 23 U.S.C. § 139 
• FTA’s CE Guidance 
• FTA’s Corridor Preservation Guidance 

http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40cfr1500_main_02.tpl
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title23/23cfr771_main_02.tpl
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title23/23cfr450_main_02.tpl
http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:23%20section:139%20edition:prelim)
https://www.transit.dot.gov/regulations-and-guidance/environmental-programs/fta-environmental-impact-and-related-procedures
https://www.transit.dot.gov/regulations-and-guidance/environmental-programs/fta-environmental-impact-and-related-procedures


 
 
 

 

• SAFETEA-LU Environmental Review Process Final Guidance (2006) 
 
 

 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 
 

http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/hep/guidance/section6002/section6002.pdf


 

Title:  Early Scoping 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  3 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on early scoping, an optional step in the public planning and 
environmental processes that precedes formal National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) scoping.  When 
employed, early scoping is the first opportunity for the public to learn about a proposed project in 
regards to the environmental review process.  Its purpose is to identify possible issues prior to making 
any significance or class of action determinations, but it can also facilitate the use of planning work later 
in the formal environmental review process. 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
Formal NEPA scoping follows FTA’s publication of a Notice of Intent (NOI) in the Federal Register for 
projects requiring an environmental impact statement (EIS).  However, scoping “may be initiated earlier 
[early scoping], as long as there is appropriate public notice and enough information available on the 
proposal so that the public and relevant agencies can participate effectively” (“Forty Most Asked 
Questions Concerning CEQ’s National Environmental Policy Act Regulations,” Council on Environmental 
Quality (CEQ)).  Early scoping activities can refine project definition, identify stakeholders and potential 
concerns/interests, and help determine the class of action. 
 
FTA encourages prior planning activities in order to refine the project that will be evaluated in the NEPA 
document, thereby streamlining the environmental review process.  Incorporating environmental 
review process considerations (e.g., purpose and need, alternatives, significant environmental issues) 
during planning generally is referred to as “planning and environmental linkages,” but it can also be 
referred to as early scoping when you are determining the scope of the environmental issues associated 
with a project.  Performing preliminary data analysis and requesting input from the public and agencies 
on issues before NEPA begins is early scoping.  This opportunity normally occurs prior to the formal 
environmental review process, and can be concurrent with planning. 
 
Early scoping is appropriate when a proposed action has not yet been identified and a large number of 
transit mode and alignment alternatives in a broad study area are under consideration.  For example, a 
transit agency, metropolitan planning organization (MPO), or other planning entity may be performing a 
planning study of a number of transit options in a large metropolitan travel market, and the project 
sponsor and FTA Regional staff want public and agency input about environmental resources and 
proposed alternative locations to help narrow the range of alternatives.  The project team can then 
incorporate products or decisions documented during planning directly into the environmental review 
process for the proposed project that emerges from the planning study (23 CFR 771.111(i)(2)). 
 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff should work with the project sponsor to identify an opportunity to apply early scoping 
(e.g., timing, appropriate scenarios), and to provide process guidance (e.g., notice and documentation 
expectations).  Regional staff, in consultation with the Regional Counsel, will publish an early scoping 
notice in the Federal Register to provide notice to the public and our partner agencies. 



 

 
4. Standard Procedures 
 

4.1. Early scoping notice.  When the project team engages in early scoping and wants the results to 
be considered during the environmental review process, FTA publishes an early scoping notice in 
the Federal Register.  Per CEQ guidance, an early scoping notice must provide enough 
information to allow the public and relevant agencies to participate effectively.  The notice 
should: 
 

• Clearly describe the process of early scoping; 
• Include information about the planning study; 
• Request comment on the range of alternatives to be considered, potential impacts, and 

draft Purpose and Need statement; and 
• Identify opportunities for public comment, including meetings (if applicable). 

 
The early scoping notice can request comment on whatever the project team would like to 
receive comments on as long as there is enough information for the public and agencies to 
respond effectively.  Early scoping is quite flexible in that respect as it depends on the level of 
planning development at the time of the notice. 
 
Per CEQ guidance, FTA must clearly state in the notice that it intends to substitute early scoping 
for the formal NEPA scoping process when that possibility is under consideration. 

 
4.2. Outreach.  Early scoping activities can include public meetings, newspaper advertisements, and 

meetings with Federal, State, and local agencies, or tribal governments that may have an 
interest in the outcome of the study.  Outreach may coincide with activities for earlier planning 
work.  It is a good practice to conduct early scoping in a manner similar to formal NEPA scoping 
and engage all interested parties, rather than being limited to designated stakeholders (e.g., the 
downtown business community) in the event early scoping substitutes for traditional scoping.  
FTA Regional staff should remain aware of early scoping activities but may not be involved in the 
decisionmaking as much as during the formal NEPA scoping process. 

 
4.3. Early scoping as substitute for NEPA scoping.  Early scoping cannot substitute for the normal 

scoping process after publication of the NOI to prepare an EIS, unless the early scoping notice 
stated clearly that this possibility was under consideration, and the NOI expressly provides that 
written comments on the Purpose and Need, scope of alternatives and impacts will still be 
considered.  Additional outreach to Federal, State, and local agencies, and tribal governments, 
during the environmental review process may still be recommended.  For example, early scoping 
may be used if a project proceeds directly from planning to the environmental review process. 

 
4.4. Planning & Environmental Linkages.  Early scoping can serve not only to streamline the 

environmental review process, but also to securely “link” transportation planning and NEPA.  
(See 23 CFR 450.318(a)-(c) and 23 CFR part 450, Appendix A for more information.)  While 
similar decisions can result from transportation planning or early scoping, early scoping may be 
appealing to project sponsors when used to formally begin the environmental review process 
because it is a clear link to NEPA.  

 



 

4.5. Documentation.  If the project team intends to use decisions made during early scoping in the 
environmental review process, FTA must ensure the decisions and supporting processes or 
information are documented in the project file.  The project file should document the process, 
such as the process to screen alternatives or resources, any decision(s) to be carried forward 
into NEPA, and agency/public involvement.  FTA should ensure the environmental document 
includes the decisions made as a result of early scoping briefly and where appropriate within the 
document; early scoping materials and decision documents should be made available upon 
request.   

 
5. References 

• Forty Most Asked Questions Concerning CEQ’s National Environmental Policy Act Regulations 
(CEQ, 1981) (see answer to Question 13) 

• FTA’s Environmental Impact and Related Procedures, 23 CFR 771.111(i)(2) 
• Linking the Transportation Planning and NEPA Processes, 23 CFR 450.212, 450.318, 

and Appendix A 
 
 
 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 
 
 

http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/G-CEQ-40Questions.pdf
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=951d590a2985ee17e8b074ffe68205a1&mc=true&node=se23.1.771_1111&rgn=div8
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=f91881132af3e9b3b9063733f0ae5378&mc=true&node=se23.1.450_1212&rgn=div8
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=f91881132af3e9b3b9063733f0ae5378&mc=true&node=se23.1.450_1318&rgn=div8
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=f91881132af3e9b3b9063733f0ae5378&mc=true&node=ap23.1.450_1340.a&rgn=div9


 

Title:  Purpose and Need 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  4 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on the purpose and need statement. The Council on Environmental 
Quality (CEQ) regulations implementing the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) require every 
environmental impact statement (EIS) to “briefly specify the underlying purpose and need to which the 
agency is responding in proposing the alternatives including the proposed action” (40 CFR 1502.13).  
This discussion, typically one or two paragraphs long, is the foundation of the environmental review 
process; it provides the rationale and justification for undertaking a major Federal action and forms the 
basis for the range of alternatives to be studied in the environmental document.  This document 
provides guidance on that requirement.     
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
Only EISs have formal purpose and need statements.  CEQ regulations require an environmental 
assessment (EA) to include a brief discussion of the “need for the proposal” (40 CFR 1508.9); EAs 
typically include language similar to a purpose and need statement. 
 
A categorical exclusion (CE) does not require a purpose and need statement but the documentation for 
a CE normally includes the project description and a very brief discussion of its transit objective.  These 
help FTA to ensure that the proposed action is eligible for FTA financial assistance and represents a 
reasonable expenditure of Federal transit funds.   
 
Purpose and need development ordinarily starts early, during transportation planning, and is refined 
during the environmental review process in response to agency and public comments.  A project’s 
purpose and need should exhibit continuity from planning, through each project development phase, to 
project approval.  Per 23 U.S.C. § 139(d)(8)(B), to the maximum extent practicable, the lead agency must 
develop an environmental document sufficient to satisfy the requirements for any Federal approval or 
other Federal action required for the project, including permits issued by other Federal agencies.  
Consequently, FTA needs to coordinate the development of the purpose and need with other Federal 
agencies, as applicable.   
 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff is responsible for reviewing the draft purpose and need statement, provided by the 
project sponsor, and should ensure the purpose and need are developed in coordination with any co-
lead agencies, including project sponsors. The Regional Office should ensure that the purpose and need 
statement is appropriately drafted for each project. 
 
4. Components of the Purpose and Need Section 
 

4.1. Purpose.  The purpose is the “what” of the proposal (i.e., what is the project sponsor trying to 
accomplish?).  The purpose should be stated as the positive outcome that is expected (e.g., 
“the purpose is to reduce traffic congestion in the corridor”).  It should avoid stating a solution 



 

as a purpose (e.g., “the purpose of the project is to build a bypass”).  It should generally 
consider the entire multimodal transportation system and may be stated broadly so more than 
one transportation mode or alternative can be considered (if it is appropriate for the 
transportation problem), although it should not include extraneous information. 

 
4.2. Need.  The need identifies the problem(s) the proposed project would address (i.e., why is 

proposed action is needed?).  The need should establish the evidence that the deficiency or 
problem exists or will exist if projected population and planned land use growth are realized.  
Ideally, the need provides quantitative data, but it can also reference planning or modeling 
studies or other analyses that identify or support the need.  There are generally different needs 
or different measures for demonstrating the need (e.g., population growth, degraded roadway 
conditions, land use plans calling for more density, lack of high-capacity transit access, 
communities lacking connections, numerous transit-dependent residents, etc.). 

 
4.3. Objectives.  Per statute, FTA must include a clear statement of the objectives that the proposed 

action is intended to achieve in the purpose and need (23 U.S.C. § 139(f)).  These objectives can 
be fully encompassed by the purpose or need statement or discussed separately.  Objectives 
should be achievable and measurable and may be used to evaluate alternatives, especially for 
complex projects.  Examples are provided in statute, but include planning objectives, economic 
development, and national security.  They may also reflect the project sponsor’s values (e.g., 
expanding the system within the long-range budget).  

 
4.4. Other environmental laws.  In order to comply with other Federal environmental laws, such as 

the Clean Water Act, purpose and need statements may need to be drafted considering those 
other environmental laws and the needs of other Federal agencies with jurisdiction by law.  
When this occurs, FTA/the project sponsor should coordinate with the Federal agency with 
jurisdiction by law to ensure, to the maximum extent practicable, that the environmental 
document satisfies the requirements for other Federal approvals or actions. 

 
5. Standard Procedures 
 

5.1. Drafting the purpose and need.  The lead agencies (e.g., FTA and the project sponsor) begin by 
preparing a draft purpose and need for scoping.  The draft is included in the Notice of Intent for 
cooperating/participating agency and public comment, and may be refined after scoping based 
on new information or the agency and public feedback.   

 
5.2. Length and content.  FTA should make every effort to develop a concise purpose and need 

statement that focuses on the primary challenges to be addressed.  FTA should ensure that the 
purpose and need is not too directive or narrowly drafted.  The purpose and need should not 
discuss alternatives.   

 
5.3. Format.  The purpose and need often has its own chapter or section in the environmental 

document.  The purpose and need statement must be brief, though the entire section may be a 
few pages long once other elements are included, such as project history (background, planning 
history, actions taken to date, and funding status or schedule), and graphics or maps that may 
be helpful to the reader.     

 



 

5.4. Participating agencies and public involvement.  In developing the purpose and need, the lead 
agencies must provide an opportunity for the involvement of participating (including 
cooperating) agencies and the public, and must consider their input (23 U.S.C. § 139(f)).  This 
ordinarily occurs during scoping.   

 
• Public involvement.  FTA has flexibility in how to involve the public, but the opportunity 

for involvement must be publicized.  Public involvement may be done through public 
workshops or meetings, solicitations of verbal or written input, conference calls, website 
notices, distribution of printed materials, or other public involvement techniques. 

• Nonparticipation of participating agencies.  A participating agency that states in writing 
that they are not participating in the development of the purpose and need (or the 
range of alternatives), is required to comply with the schedule developed in the 
coordination plan.  As required by 23 U.S.C. § 139(o)(1)(A)(ii), FTA will publish on the 
Federal Infrastructure Permitting Dashboard (Dashboard) the names of participating 
agencies who state in writing that they will not participate in the development of the 
purpose and need.    

 
5.5. Linking planning and NEPA.  Prior planning studies and results can be used to narrow the 

purpose and need statement and subsequent range of reasonable alternatives.  However, 
Regional staff should ensure that prior planning followed the requirements under 23 CFR 
450.318(a)-(c).  Guidance on use of those provisions for bringing planning results forward into 
the environmental review process are outlined in Appendix A of 23 CFR part 450.  If prior 
planning studies are used to support decisions carried into the environmental review process, 
then the planning studies should be incorporated by reference and copies of/links to the 
relevant planning documents should be available to the public throughout the environmental 
review process.  FTA Regional staff should retain or archive the study(s) until construction is 
complete in the environmental project file. 

 
6. References 

• CEQ regulations implementing NEPA, 40 CFR part 1502 
• Efficient environmental reviews for project decisionmaking, 23 U.S.C. § 139 
• FTA’s Environmental Impact and Related Procedures, 23 CFR part 771 
• Linking the Transportation Planning and NEPA Processes, 23 CFR 450.212, 450.318, 

and Appendix A 
 
 
 
 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 
 

http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=67868c92abe85a62b24b59573cb5ae00&mc=true&node=pt40.33.1502&rgn=div5
http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:23%20section:139%20edition:prelim)
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=b19ee01ea5db2cb533db7fdf65bba830&mc=true&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title23/23cfr771_main_02.tpl
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=f91881132af3e9b3b9063733f0ae5378&mc=true&node=se23.1.450_1212&rgn=div8
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=f91881132af3e9b3b9063733f0ae5378&mc=true&node=se23.1.450_1318&rgn=div8
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=f91881132af3e9b3b9063733f0ae5378&mc=true&node=ap23.1.450_1340.a&rgn=div9
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1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on the identification, development, and evaluation of alternatives in 
the environmental review process. 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
The consideration of alternatives may occur during transportation planning or the environmental review 
process.  This SOP focuses on alternatives development in the environmental review process but 
recognizes that the results of prior planning work may be incorporated into the environmental review 
process.   
 
The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) implementing regulations at 40 CFR 1502.14 state that the 
evaluation of alternatives is the heart of the environmental document, and that FTA must: 
 

• Rigorously explore and objectively evaluate all reasonable alternatives, and for alternatives 
eliminated from detailed study, briefly discuss the reasons for their having been eliminated; 

• Include the alternative of no action; and, 
• Include appropriate mitigation measures not already included in the proposed action or 

alternatives.   
 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff ensures the description of alternatives is appropriately drafted and that the 
alternatives are developed in enough detail to evaluate the impacts of each alternative.  Regional staff, 
working closely with the project sponsor and any other agencies covered by section 4.2.1 (below), will 
ultimately decide the project alternatives to carry forward into the environmental document. 
 
4. Standard Procedures 
 

4.1. Define alternatives.  At the start of scoping, FTA and the project sponsor should propose a set 
of alternatives to be evaluated in the environmental document based on the project’s purpose 
and need and the alternatives developed during the transportation planning process, if 
applicable.  Through the scoping process, FTA and the project sponsor can validate the 
elimination of alternatives made through prior planning studies.  Additionally, FTA may identify 
new alternatives designed to eliminate or reduce environmental impacts or to better meet the 
purpose and need.  FTA Regional staff must ensure that a discussion of alternatives is included 
in each environmental assessment (EA) or environmental impact statement (EIS), as required 
by 42 U.S.C. §4332(2)(E) and as defined in 40 CFR 1508.9(b).  Additional guidance is also found 
in the Forty Most Asked Questions Concerning CEQ's National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 
Regulations, Questions 1a (Range of Alternatives) and 36a (EAs).  The types of alternatives 
identified in an environmental document are as follows. 

 



 

• The No Action/No Build Alternative typically includes improvements already committed 
to in transportation plans and regular maintenance of the transportation infrastructure.  
The No Build Alternative does not contain the proposed action in its definition, but must 
be included in the range of alternatives under consideration (see 40 CFR 1502.14). 

• The Build Alternative(s) is a proposed course of action in meeting the project’s purpose 
and need. 

• The NEPA Preferred Alternative is the alternative identified as the favored course of 
action by the lead agency(s) during the environmental review process.   

• The Environmentally Preferred Alternative(s) is a record of decision (ROD) requirement 
and must be identified in the project’s ROD, per 40 CFR 1505.2(b); it does not apply to 
other classes of action.  In the ROD, FTA must identify all alternatives considered for the 
project and specify which of the alternatives were considered to be environmentally 
preferable. 

 
4.2. Considerations for developing alternatives. 

 
4.2.1.  Other laws requiring the evaluation of alternatives.  Other environmental laws, 
regulations, and Executive Orders (e.g., Endangered Species Act, the Floodplain 
Management Executive Order 11988, as amended; Section 4(f) of the U.S. DOT Act; Section 
106 of the National Historic Preservation Act; and Section 404 of the Clean Water Act) can 
influence a project’s development and evaluation of alternatives.  Per 23 U.S.C. § 
139(d)(8)(B), to the maximum extent practicable, the lead agency must develop an 
environmental document sufficient to satisfy the requirements for any Federal approval or 
other Federal action required for the project, including permits issued by other Federal 
agencies.  Alternatives developed to comply with these other environmental requirements, 
when applicable, should be evaluated or identified in the EA or EIS, and FTA must coordinate 
the development of the purpose and need and alternatives with other Federal agencies that 
have jurisdiction under those laws (23 U.S.C. § 139(d)(8)).   

 
4.2.2.  Prior planning study.  Prior planning studies and results can be used to narrow the 
range of reasonable alternatives.  FTA Regional staff should ensure that prior planning 
followed the requirements under 23 CFR 450.318(a)-(c) when evaluating whether to 
incorporate the evaluation of alternatives conducted through prior transportation planning 
work into the environmental review process.  Guidance on use of those provisions for 
bringing planning results forward into the environmental review process are outlined in 
Appendix A of 23 CFR part 450 – Linking the Transportation Planning and NEPA Processes.  If 
FTA staff conclude that prior planning work can be utilized, then the planning studies should 
be incorporated by reference and copies of/links to the relevant planning documents should 
be available to the public throughout the environmental review process.  FTA Regional staff 
should retain or archive the study(s) until construction is complete in the environmental 
project file. 

 
4.2.3.  Logical termini and segmentation.  Pursuant to 23 CFR 771.111(f), in order to ensure 
meaningful evaluation of alternatives and to avoid commitments to transportation 
improvements before they are fully evaluated, the proposed alternatives must:  
 

• Connect logical termini and be of sufficient length to address environmental matters 
on a broad scope;  



 

• Have independent utility or independent significance ( i.e., be usable and be a 
reasonable expenditure even if no additional transportation improvements in the 
area are made); and  

• Not restrict consideration of alternatives for other reasonably foreseeable 
transportation improvements. 

 
4.2.4.  Scope of alternatives.  FTA Regional staff should encourage project sponsors to 
develop “complete” alternatives.  Depending on the project, Regional staff may ask the 
project sponsor the following questions: 

 
• Would a new maintenance and vehicle storage facility or expansion of an existing 

facility be necessary for the project?  If needed, where would traction power 
substations or converter plants be located? 

• Where would stations be located and would they include buildings or bus shelters, 
bus bays, parking lots, and/or pedestrian improvements? 

• How much space would be required for construction staging and what are the 
general locations for the staging areas (e.g., tunnel boring locations or sites for 
storing, staging, and pre-casting major guideway components)? 

 
4.2.5.  Consideration of alternatives outside FTA jurisdiction.  CEQ states that an 
alternative that is outside the jurisdiction of the lead agency must still be analyzed in the EIS 
or EA if it is reasonable.  This may preclude alternatives that have been eliminated from 
consideration during a planning process due to excessive costs (as compared to other 
comparably priced projects which meet the purpose and need), but FTA should consider an 
alternative that (1) is comparable to other alternatives in project cost and (2) meets the 
project’s purpose and need, even if the alternative is outside the jurisdiction of FTA. 

 
4.3. Determining range of alternatives.   

 
4.3.1.  Range of alternatives.  The phrase "range of alternatives" refers to the alternatives 
discussed in environmental documents, per CEQ’s “Forty Most Asked Questions Concerning 
CEQ's National Environmental Policy Act Regulations” guidance (1981; see Q.1a).  Ultimately 
what constitutes a reasonable range of alternatives depends on the nature of the proposal 
and the project’s purpose and need statement.  

 
FTA and the project sponsor should begin with a list of reasonable alternatives1 that is 
comprehensive so as to not revisit the range of alternatives later.  FTA Regional staff should 
also review the range of alternatives selected for evaluation, typically provided by the 
project sponsor, and decide whether alternatives should be added or removed from the 

                     
1 Reasonable alternatives are economically and technically feasible, and can be implemented if they were chosen.  
Unreasonable alternatives may be those that are unreasonably expensive; that cannot be implemented for 
technical or logistic reasons; that do not meet FTA directives; that are inconsistent with carefully considered, up-
to-date planning studies; or that have adverse environmental impacts that cannot be mitigated.  Alternatives that 
do not resolve the need for the proposed action or fulfill the stated purpose in taking the proposed action should 
be eliminated as unreasonable before the environmental analysis begins. 



 

proposed list of alternatives based on the project’s purpose and need or other 
environmental laws/requirements.      

 
4.3.2.  Agency and public participation.  FTA and the project sponsor must provide an 
opportunity for agency and public review and comment on the alternatives to be considered 
during the environmental review process (23 U.S.C. § 139(f)(4)), which typically occurs 
during public scoping.  To the maximum extent practicable and consistent with Federal law, 
the range of alternatives developed with agency and public participation must be used for 
all Federal environmental reviews and permit processes required for the project unless the 
alternatives must be modified (1) to address significant new information or circumstances or 
(2) to fulfill the lead agency’s or a participating agency’s responsibilities under NEPA (see 23 
U.S.C. § 139(f)(4)(B)). 

 
Further review and comment on alternatives occur during the public circulation of the draft 
environmental document, at which point, the public and Federal, State and local agencies 
and interested tribal governments can comment on the evaluation of alternatives.  

 
4.3.3.  Dashboard. FTA must identify any participating agencies not participating in the 
development of the range of alternatives on the Federal Infrastructure Permitting 
Dashboard (Dashboard) per 23 U.S.C. § 139(o)(1)(A)(ii).  FTA Regional staff includes the 
participating agency’s identification after receiving written notice (e.g., email, letter) from 
the participating agency stating the agency does not wish to participate in determining the 
project’s range of alternatives. 

 
4.4. Evaluation of build alternatives.  After identifying the alternatives to carry through the 

environmental review process, FTA and the project sponsor will: 
 

• Conduct a thorough analysis of the alternatives; 
• Compare the impacts, positive and negative; 
• Be responsive to the values and concerns of the cooperating agencies, participating 

agencies, and the public; and, 
• Document the decisions and ensure they are objective and meet the project’s purpose 

and need.  
 

4.4.1.  Comparable level of detail.  When evaluating alternatives, each build alternative (not 
including the No Action/No Build Alternative) should be developed to a similar level of detail 
to ensure a fair comparison among the alternatives.  For example, if one alternative includes 
identification of station locations, then all build alternatives need to include identification of 
station locations. The level of design and engineering for each alternative should be 
consistent and include enough detail to be able to complete the environmental analysis and 
deliberate on an alternative’s merit compared to another alternative. 
 
4.4.2.  Comparable level of detail exception.  The preferred alternative may be developed 
to a higher level of detail to facilitate development of mitigation measures or concurrent 
compliance with other applicable environmental laws (e.g., Clean Water Act), pursuant to 23 
U.S.C. § 139.  If the preferred alternative is developed to a higher level of detail in the Draft 
EIS (DEIS) as compared to the other build alternatives, the FTA Regional staff must ensure 
the objective consideration of all alternatives, including the preferred alternative. 



 

 
4.5. Identification of preferred alternative.  Ultimately, the alternatives will be narrowed to the 

point that the lead agencies can identify the preferred alternative.  FTA should identify the 
NEPA preferred alternative in the EA or DEIS, but no later than in the Final EIS (FEIS).  Due to 
MAP-21 changes, namely the creation of the combined FEIS/record of decision (ROD) 
document, the NEPA preferred alternative should be identified in the DEIS in order to give the 
public and Federal, State and local agencies, and tribal governments an opportunity to 
comment on the preferred alternative prior to FEIS/ROD publication.  When the DEIS does not 
include identification of the preferred alternative, the lead agency should give other agencies 
and the public an opportunity to provide input on the preferred alternative and its impacts 
either (1) by a separate notice announcing the preferred alternative (which was evaluated in 
the DEIS) when FTA still intends to publish a combined FEIS/ROD or (2) through review of an 
FEIS not combined with a ROD. 
 

4.6. Consistent terminology.  FTA and the project sponsor should ensure terms are used properly 
and consistently throughout the environmental document, including “No Action Alternative” or 
“No Build Alternative,” “Build Alternative(s),” and “Preferred Alternative.” 

 
5. References 

• Forty Most Asked Questions Concerning CEQ’s National Environmental Policy Act Regulations 
(CEQ, 1981) 

• CEQ regulations implementing NEPA, 40 CFR parts 1500-1508 
• Executive Order 11988: Floodplain Management 
• Executive Order 13690: Establishing a Federal Flood Risk Management Standard and a Process 

for Further Soliciting and Considering Stakeholder Input   
• FTA’s Environmental Impact and Related Procedures, 23 CFR part 771  
• Section 4(f) regulations, 23 CFR part 774 
• Section 404(b)(1) guidelines, 40 CFR part 230  

 
 
 
 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 
 

http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/G-CEQ-40Questions.pdf
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=4100ce5e08bb9a222f14ea47e3b26ea1&mc=true&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40chapterV.tpl
http://www.fema.gov/executive-order-11988-floodplain-management
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/01/30/executive-order-establishing-federal-flood-risk-management-standard-and-
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/01/30/executive-order-establishing-federal-flood-risk-management-standard-and-
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=c97bd4e738cffaf411859e3566481cb4&node=pt23.1.771&rgn=div5
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title23/23cfr774_main_02.tpl
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=e57d4e86c4de8e924c6b2f85185ecadb&node=pt40.25.230&rgn=div5


 
 

Title: Notice of Intent 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.: 6 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on the preparation of a notice of intent (NOI), which announces that 
FTA and other lead agencies intend to prepare an environmental impact statement (EIS).  The NOI, 
published in the Federal Register, also formally starts the scoping comment period for EISs. 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
This guidance applies to all EISs.  The NOI is published at the start of the environmental review process 
for projects requiring an EIS.  A project sponsor may initiate the environmental review process by 
providing FTA Regional staff with a draft NOI.   
 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff and the Regional Counsel are responsible for preparing the NOI and having it 
published.  Regional staff or the Regional Counsel transmits the NOI to the Federal Register liaison in FTA 
headquarters’ Office of Chief Counsel (TCC) for publication.  The liaison will send the NOI to the Office of 
the Federal Register (OFR) for publication. 
 
4. Standard Procedures 
 

4.1. FTA Regional Office publishes the NOI.  Regional staff should coordinate with TCC regarding 
publication requirements for Federal Register notices as specified in FTA Order 1334.1, Federal 
Register Documents; Standard Operating Procedures (SOP).  Project sponsors may prepare the 
draft NOI for the Region, but the Region is ultimately responsible for the content and 
coordinating with TCC on an accurate and timely publication.   

 
4.2. Required content for an NOI.  The NOI should follow an outline consistent with previous FTA 

NOIs or examples available from headquarters.  Per 40 CFR 1508.22, the NOI must briefly: 
• Describe the proposed action and possible National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 

alternatives; 
• Describe FTA and the project sponsor’s proposed scoping process, and include the time, 

date, and location of scoping meetings, if scoping meetings are held; and 
• Provide the contact information (e.g., name, mailing address, email, and telephone 

number) of the Regional staff who will be managing the environmental process.  FTA’s 
policy is to include contact information for the project sponsor in the NOI, as well. 

 
4.3. Other content for NOI.  The NOI, in addition to meeting the informational needs of 40 CFR 

1508.22, should include: 
• A concise statement of the purpose of and need for the proposed action;  
• Identification of the reasonable NEPA alternatives that meet the purpose and need; 



 
 

• A list of potentially significant environmental impacts;1 
• Identification of any joint lead agencies, including the project sponsor, and any 

cooperating agencies already identified; 
• A description of FTA’s Federal action – the likely Federal funding source for the project 

(e.g., FTA may provide Federal funding for a proposed project through the Capital 
Investment Grants program); 

• Identification of State or local planning documentation that preceded publication of the 
NOI and supports project elements (e.g., purpose and need, range of alternatives, 
mitigation sites);2 

• The project sponsor’s general website or project-specific website, if applicable.3 
• The following statement regarding the distribution of the EIS:  

The Paperwork Reduction Act seeks, in part, to minimize the cost to the taxpayer of the 
creation, collection, maintenance, use, dissemination, and disposition of information.  
Consistent with this goal and with principles of economy and efficiency in government, it 
is FTA policy to limit insofar as possible distribution of complete printed sets of 
environmental documents.  Accordingly, unless a specific request for a complete printed 
set of the environmental document is received before the document is printed, FTA and 
its project sponsors will distribute only electronic copies of the environmental document.  
At a minimum, a complete printed set of the environmental document will be available 
for review at the project sponsor’s offices; an electronic copy of the complete 
environmental document will be available on the project sponsor’s website [insert web 
address]. 

• Notice that FTA is considering combining the FEIS and ROD pursuant to 23 U.S.C. § 
139(n)(2);4 and, 

• Notice that the NOI provides an opportunity to comment on the purpose and need, the 
lists of potentially significant environmental impacts, and the alternatives. 

 
4.4. Tone of NOI.  Regional staff should review the language and tone of the NOI, in addition to the 

content, to ensure it is objective and neutral.  The NOI should not promote the project or the 
project sponsor. 

 
4.5. Other considerations.  Prior to publication, Regional staff should advise the project sponsor 

that: 
• TCC will not submit an NOI to the OFR unless it conforms to specific formatting rules. 

                                                 
1 The project sponsor, its consultant, or Regional staff should conduct a survey of the project/study area and the 
proposed project alternatives to identify potentially significant environmental impacts; a laundry list of resources 
that may be present is unacceptable. 
2 While the FAST Act created a new planning and environmental linkages process in 23 U.S.C. § 168 and 23 U.S.C. § 
139(f)(4)(E), project sponsors are instead encouraged to apply the simpler planning and environmental linkages 
concepts in 23 CFR 450.318 (a)-(c), using Appendix A of 23 CFR part 450 as guidance on that approach.   
3 Regional staff should strongly encourage project sponsors to create a public website for projects requiring EISs 
and EAs, or to post environmental documents on the project sponsor’s general website (see 23 CFR 771.111(i)).  
Materials that may be posted include maps of a proposed project, descriptions of NEPA alternatives, and any prior 
planning studies or technical documents relevant to the proposed project. 
4 This allows interested parties to provide input regarding the use of a combined FEIS/ROD for the proposed action.  
This will assist FTA in making a determination whether a single document is practicable or whether it is appropriate 
to issue the documents separately. 



 
 

• Publication of an NOI triggers public scoping requirements (see SOP No. 7-Scoping) and 
accelerated project delivery requirements per 23 U.S.C. § 139(m) (see next section for 
more details). 

• The comment period can be extended for good cause (e.g., to account for the project 
sponsor’s or State’s public involvement procedures). 

• FTA encourages notice of the project through mailings, flyers, bulletin board 
announcements, websites, and other means as appropriate. 

 
4.6. Next steps.  Following publication of the NOI, the project sponsor and Regional staff will work 

together to draft a coordination plan, identify participating agencies and prepare an annotated 
outline for the EIS reflecting information obtained during the scoping process.  Regional staff 
and the project sponsor will also need to collect information to post on the Federal 
Infrastructure Permitting Dashboard (Dashboard).  The following statutory or guidance 
deadlines must be met: 

• No later than 45 days after the publication of the NOI, FTA must identify participating 
agencies; and, 

• No later than 90 days after the publication of the NOI, FTA must:  
o Develop a coordination plan, and  
o Post the project name, descriptive information, and anticipated schedule on the 

Dashboard. 
 
4.7. Rescission of an NOI.  There are a variety of reasons why a Region would rescind an NOI.  For 

example, the project may have dramatically changed from its original scope, the project may 
not have advanced toward a FEIS or combined FEIS/ROD, or the project may no longer 
anticipate needing a Federal action.  The notice to rescind the NOI should be prepared similarly 
to the original NOI and published in the Federal Register.  The notice to rescind should include: 

• A summary of the action; 
• Brief project background; 
• A clear explanation for why the NOI is being rescinded; and 
• Anticipated next steps with the project, if any. 

 
FTA does not seek comment on the notice to rescind.  However, if FTA receives comments, 
Regional staff should respond, with the response being similar to any other project-related 
inquiries. 

 
5. References 

• CEQ regulations implementing NEPA, 40 CFR 1508.22 
• Guidance Establishing Metrics for Permitting and Environmental Review of Infrastructure 

Projects (OMB, 2015) 
• Efficient environmental reviews for project decisionmaking, 23 U.S.C. § 139  

 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 

http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=4100ce5e08bb9a222f14ea47e3b26ea1&mc=true&node=se40.37.1508_122&rgn=div8
https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/memoranda/2015/m-15-20.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/memoranda/2015/m-15-20.pdf
http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:23%20section:139%20edition:prelim)


 

Title:  Scoping 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.: 7 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on “scoping” as part of the environmental review process.  Scoping is 
“an early and open process for determining the scope of issues to be addressed and for identifying the 
significant issues related to a proposed action” (40 CFR 1501.7).  
 
2. Applicability/Scope  
Scoping is a process, not a meeting or event.  It is through the scoping process that potentially significant 
environmental impacts and alternatives to avoid or minimize impacts should be identified for further 
evaluation in the environmental document, as appropriate.  Considering the scope of the proposed 
action includes considering the range of actions (i.e., whether segmentation is occurring), alternatives 
(no build alternative, build alternative(s), and mitigation measures), and impacts (direct, indirect, 
cumulative) (40 CFR 1508.25).  Through the scoping process, the project team can identify impacts that 
are inconsequential and need no further evaluation or only require limited evaluation, thereby keeping 
the environmental document focused on impacts of consequence. 
 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff’s scoping responsibilities include reviewing scoping material and ensuring the 
material is appropriately shared and publicized with the public, stakeholders, and potentially affected 
agencies, participating in scoping discussions, and considering public and agency scoping comments. 
 
4. Standard Procedures 
 

4.1. Scoping for EISs.  The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations implementing the 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) provide for a thorough, formal scoping process that 
applies to projects evaluated with environmental impact statements (EISs) (see 40 CFR 1501.7).  
Those requirements are supplemented by the framework provided in 23 U.S.C. § 139. 
 

4.1.1.  Public notice. The notice of intent (NOI) (see SOP No. 6) formally announces scoping 
and begins the 30-day comment period for scoping.  All NEPA-related public meetings, 
including scoping meetings, must be announced to the public; if known at the time of 
publication, the NOI should include scoping meeting(s) details as a best practice.  Meeting 
information should also be announced through other media, such as local newspapers and 
the project sponsor’s public and/or project website.     
 
4.1.2.  Scoping information packet.  The project team may provide a packet of information 
for the public and agency partners during scoping.  The packet should be provided at the 
scoping meetings (if held), attached to the invitations to potential participating and 
cooperating agencies, and posted on the project website if possible.  FTA encourages project 
sponsors to post scoping information and materials on the project website.  Regional staff 

http://ceq.hss.doe.gov/nepa/regs/scope/scoping.htm#_Toc382637378


 

should review any scoping materials prior to finalizing and publishing.  The scoping packet 
usually contains the following information: 

• Description of the proposed action; 
• Draft purpose and need statement; 
• Proposed alternatives (maps or drawings may be included); 
• References to any prior planning work that support decisions being carried forward 

into NEPA; 
• Identification of the range of potential environmental impacts expected to be 

evaluated due to their significance; 
• A brief explanation of scoping and FTA’s environmental review process; 
• Contact information, including where to send comments; and 
• A draft coordination plan, including a high-level schedule within the plan.  

 
4.1.3.  Dashboard.  EISs have 90 calendar days from the NOI to be included in the Federal 
Infrastructure Permitting Dashboard (Dashboard), whereas, environmental assessments 
(EAs) are to be added 90 calendar days from “project initiation” (see 23 U.S.C. § 139(o)).  
The Dashboard requires project sponsors enter a project summary, total estimated costs, a 
geographic location, and a detailed project schedule.  The project schedule should be 
consistent with the coordination plan required by 23 U.S.C. § 139, although it is likely to be 
more detailed, depending on Dashboard guidance. 
 
4.1.4.  Public outreach, including meetings.  Per CEQ’s Memorandum for General Counsels, 
NEPA Liaisons, and Participants in Scoping (1981), “there is no established or required 
procedure for scoping. The process can be carried out by meetings, telephone 
conversations, written comments, or a combination of all three.”  In other words, scoping 
meetings are not required; other public outreach methods may be more appropriate 
depending on the project.  The process should be determined through discussions between 
the FTA Regional staff and project sponsor, and it should be tailored to the project.  
Considerations include the necessity and purpose of a meeting, and where additional 
agency/public input would contribute to FTA’s understanding of the project area.  If FTA 
Regional staff and the project sponsor decide that a meeting or meetings should be held, 
then FTA Regional staff should jointly plan the scoping meeting(s) with the project sponsor; 
the meeting(s) should be conducted during the scoping period identified in the NOI and at 
least two weeks after the NOI is published in the Federal Register. 

• FTA attendance.  FTA Regional staff should attend and participate in the scoping 
meetings in-person when possible; otherwise participation can occur via 
teleconference line.  If the FTA Regional staff cannot participate, then staff should 
be involved in planning the meeting and request a meeting summary. 
 

• Information collected at scoping meetings.  Meetings should seek comment on the 
draft purpose and need, the alternatives proposed for evaluation, and the issues 
and impacts expected to be crucial to a decision.  As scoping meetings are not 
normally (nor required to be) transcribed, attendees should be instructed to submit 
written comments for the record.  A member of the project team should note any 
new issues received during the scoping meeting. Project staff should commit to 
reviewing all new issues to determine appropriateness for inclusion in the EIS. 



 

Relevant new issues of potential significance should be discussed with Regional staff 
to determine whether the EIS should address them. 

 
4.1.5.  Interagency scoping process.  Regional staff and the project sponsor must identify 
any other Federal and non-Federal agencies that may have an interest in the project within 
45 days of publishing the NOI (23 U.S.C. § 139(d)(2)).  FTA and the project sponsor must 
invite the identified agencies to become participating agencies in the environmental review 
process for the EIS (23 U.S.C. § 139 (d)(2)).  Regional staff should ensure that "participating 
agency" and "cooperating agency" invitation letters include the scoping information packet 
described above along with the invitation to the scoping meeting, and that the letters are 
sent to appropriate tribes and agencies.  FTA or the project sponsor, or a combination of the 
two, can send the invitation letters, with the exception of the letters to Indian tribes, which 
FTA must send.  Note that the Section 139 guidance addresses how to identify which 
agencies should be “cooperating” and which should be “participating.” In order to comply 
with other Federal environmental laws, such as the Clean Water Act, purpose and need 
statements may need to be drafted considering those other environmental laws.  When this 
occurs, FTA/the project sponsor should coordinate with the Federal agency with jurisdiction 
by law and ensure they are invited to participate. 
 
A scoping meeting, whether held in-person or via teleconference, with the participating and 
cooperating agencies is highly recommended and should include discussion of the purpose 
and need, the alternatives, issues, and impacts to be studied, the impact assessment 
methodologies to be used, and the coordination plan.  FTA staff should encourage all 
agencies to share additional information regarding the resources in the project study area, 
present concerns, and identify trade-offs to be discussed in the EIS.  FTA Regional staff 
should participate in the interagency meetings. 

 
4.1.6.  Coordination plan.  No later than 90 days after the publication of an NOI, FTA and 
the project sponsor must develop a coordination plan (23 U.S.C. § 139(g)(1)).  The required 
coordination plan should describe how the project sponsor and FTA will engage with the 
public, tribes, and agencies during the environmental review process (especially at identified 
milestones).  It will also identify tribal and agency roles and responsibilities.  Typically, FTA 
and the project sponsor will draft the coordination plan at the outset of scoping and finalize 
it by the end of scoping or shortly thereafter.  The coordination plan may be incorporated 
into a memorandum of understanding.  The coordination plan should identify anticipated 
interagency coordination and public involvement activities and general timeframes, though 
the plan should not be used as the means for public or agency input on the project purpose 
and need or alternatives under consideration.   Note that on many projects, unforeseen 
developments require the sponsor to update the plan periodically.   The plan should be 
posted on the project website. 
 
4.1.7.  Schedule.  FTA Regional staff, together with the project sponsor, must prepare a 
high-level schedule consisting of high-level milestones (e.g., month/year or quarter/year) for 
the environmental review process and include it in the coordination plan.  As lead agencies, 
FTA and the project sponsor must consult with and reach concurrence with all participating 
agencies on the schedule and any later revisions to it (see 23 U.S.C. § 139(g)).  FTA will 
assume concurrence of participating agencies if no written objections are received within 30 
days of distribution of the schedule.    



 

 
4.1.8.  Annotated outline.  After the scoping comment period closes, FTA Regional staff and 
the project sponsor will conclude the scoping process by analyzing the comments received 
and producing an annotated outline of the draft EIS (encouraged, but not required). 
 
4.1.9.  Recording and documenting scoping.  A summary of the scoping process, including 
participation methods and a list of which agencies were invited, would be included in the 
public involvement technical report of the EIS.  The comments received during scoping are 
considered in the development of the annotated outline.  The annotated outline can include 
a brief scoping summary of the comments and input, but the actual comments received 
would be saved in the project file.  The scoping process and input received may be 
summarized in a scoping report or memo but is neither necessary nor required.  

 
4.2. Scoping for EAs.  Formal scoping for EAs is allowed though not required.  If scoping is 

conducted, it is substantially less formal than EIS scoping.  FTA Regional staff should review the 
proposed project and determine the appropriate level of effort needed to scope the proposed 
action. 

 
4.2.1.  Agency consultation.  FTA encourages early consultation with responsible officials 
and agencies that may have an interest in the proposed action.  Interagency discussions may 
occur on an individual basis or at a larger meeting, and may occur only when the need or 
issues arise. 

 
4.2.2.  Public notice.  FTA encourages public notice of the proposed project at the outset of 
the environmental process in certain situations (e.g., for controversial or complicated 
projects), but it is not required nor would scoping need to be announced.   

 
4.2.3.  Coordination plans.  A coordination plan  for an EA is not required but a similar 
written plan may be appropriate, especially for a complicated EA.1  It would generally 
include the content as described above for EISs, but tailored to the less formal EA process. 

 
4.2.4.  Annotated Outline.  FTA recommends annotated outlines for EAs, especially for 
complicated projects or when the project team wants to use the annotated outline as a 
document-framing tool.  Regional staff will review an annotated outline of the EA after 
informal scoping and before the actual assessment of impacts and preparation of the EA.  

 
4.3. Scoping for CEs.  Formal scoping is not required for categorical exclusions (CEs).  The element of 

scoping that applies to CEs is the consideration of impacts to ensure there are no unusual 
circumstances that would affect the application of a CE determination to the project.   This may 
include limited consultation and outreach; the supporting documentation/project file would 
include a description of the interagency consultation including the result of the consultation. 

 
5. References 

• Efficient environmental reviews for project decisionmaking, 23 U.S.C. § 139 
• CEQ regulations implementing NEPA, 40 CFR 1501.7, 1508.25 

                                                           
1 A coordination plan is only required for an EA if FTA decides to apply the 23 U.S.C. § 139 environmental review 
process to the EA. 

http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:23%20section:139%20edition:prelim)
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=f060fdb35f87140ac1c9d383a626d5e4&node=se40.33.1501_17&rgn=div8
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=f060fdb35f87140ac1c9d383a626d5e4&node=se40.33.1508_125&rgn=div8


 

• Memorandum for General Counsels, NEPA Liaisons, and Participants in Scoping (CEQ, 1981) 
• Improving the Process for Preparing Efficient and Timely Environmental Reviews under the 

National Environmental Policy Act (CEQ, 2012) 
• Forty Most Asked Questions Concerning the Council on Environmental Quality’s National 

Environmental Policy Act Regulations (CEQ, 1981) (see answers to Question 36) 
• SAFETEA-LU Environmental Review Process Final Guidance (2006) 
• Establishing Metrics for the Permitting and Environmental Review of Infrastructure Projects 

(OMB/CEQ, 2015) 
 
 
 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 
 

http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/CEQ_Scoping_Guidance.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/articles/2012/03/12/2012-5812/final-guidance-on-improving-the-process-for-preparing-efficient-and-timely-environmental-reviews
https://www.federalregister.gov/articles/2012/03/12/2012-5812/final-guidance-on-improving-the-process-for-preparing-efficient-and-timely-environmental-reviews
http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/G-CEQ-40Questions.pdf
http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/G-CEQ-40Questions.pdf
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/hep/guidance/section6002/section6002.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/memoranda/2015/m-15-20.pdf


 

Title:  Annotated Outline 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  8 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on the development of annotated outlines.  An annotated outline is a 
useful tool for managing the development of the environmental document (an environmental impact 
statement (EIS) or environmental assessment (EA)).  It can provide FTA Regional staff and the project 
sponsor with an opportunity early in the review process to establish the foundation for the document to 
assure it meets the goals of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) implementing regulations and 
reduces delays and costs associated with its development, including those associated with review times.   
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
An annotated outline provides the foundation for preparing the environmental document, outlining, 
with some detail, what will be covered by the document in detail and what will not.  The annotated 
outline is a stand-alone document developed from input received from the public and other agencies 
during scoping for an EIS (or informal scoping for an EA).  The annotated outline helps define and 
prioritize the impact areas for further consideration and provides key information on document 
development (e.g., chapter content, identification of maps and other graphics, page number goals).  To 
accomplish these purposes, annotated outlines should:  (a) focus the discussion on major issues to be 
treated (40 CFR 1501.7(a)(2) and (3)); (b) set goals for conciseness and clarity by setting page limits (40 
CFR 1501.7(b)(1), limiting descriptive passages to only what is necessary to understand the nature of the 
issues (40 CFR 1502.15), avoiding duplication of discussions in different sections (40 CFR 1502.16), and 
incorporating information by reference where possible (40 CFR 1502.21); and (c) set schedules, as 
appropriate, for the NEPA process (40 CFR 1501.8)). 
 
TPE recommends completing annotated outlines for all projects requiring an EIS or an EA.    
 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff should participate in developing the annotated outline and rely on it when reviewing 
drafts of the environmental document. 
 
4. Standard Procedures 
 

4.1. When to develop the annotated outline.  Regional staff should ask the project sponsor to 
prepare a draft of the annotated outline during the scoping process.  Once scoping is complete, 
the Regional staff should review and edit the draft annotated outline, and ultimately approve 
the document (formally or informally) as it will guide the project team.  Substantive FTA 
comments can include direction on the content, scope, and organization of the environmental 
document.  Once the project sponsor responds to FTA comments and finalizes the annotated 
outline, the project team may begin the necessary analyses and field work to draft the 
environmental document and can opt to post the final annotated outline on the project 
sponsor’s website to inform the public. 

 



 

4.2. What to include in the annotated outline.  The annotated outline should include information 
the project team needs to draft the environmental document, including the following: 
 

• Results of scoping.  The annotated outline should include input from scoping.  The 
results of the scoping process will help FTA and the project sponsor identify the major 
issues for each section, or resource, and how they will be addressed in the 
environmental document.  A thorough scoping process will refine the purpose and need 
statement, alternatives, and number and nature of the environmental issues relevant to 
the project; the annotated outline should reflect those refinements. 

 
• Purpose and Need.  The annotated outline should summarize the purpose and need 

developed in response to comments received during scoping, and may also identify any 
additional information to be included in the purpose and need chapter/section of the 
environmental document.  If applicable, this section should note any previous planning 
studies/decisions that helped to determine the project’s purpose or need.   

 
• Alternatives.  The annotated outline should include the list of alternatives retained for 

detailed study through the environmental review process, and may include the list of 
dropped alternatives, as appropriate.  If applicable, this section should note any 
previous planning studies/decisions that affect the alternatives being evaluated.  
Additionally, as it is especially helpful to include graphics in the Alternatives 
chapter/section of the environmental document; the outline should note (and possibly 
describe) any intended use of graphics, tables, or maps. 

 
• Environmental impact areas.  The annotated outline should identify the major 

environmental impact areas that will be addressed in the EIS or EA.  The project team 
should also identify the level of detail needed after considering the relative importance 
of the impact (e.g., provide a bulleted list of resources with no impact and a brief 
summary of the resources with major impacts). 

 
• Applicable Federal and State regulations and guidance.  The annotated outline may 

include a list of the Federal and State laws and regulations, guidance, and executive 
orders that apply to the project, including any associated consultation or coordination 
requirements needed during the environmental review process (e.g., coordination with 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers for impacts to waters of the United States). 

 
• Document planning.  For each section, the annotated outline should include an 

estimated page length and a description of any appropriate figures or graphics. 
 

4.3. Revisions to the annotated outline.  There is no need to regularly update an annotated outline, 
but the project team may want to revise it to increase transparency if major changes occur 
after scoping (e.g., the addition of a new alternative or a new major environmental impact).  
Most changes to the project will be captured in the environmental document and/or 
administrative record as necessary, and do not need to be reflected in an annotated outline. 

 
4.4. Using the annotated outline.  The project sponsor should consult the annotated outline 

frequently when drafting the environmental document.  Substantial deviations from the 



 

annotated outline should be discussed in advance by FTA staff managing the project.  FTA 
should refer to the annotated outline when reviewing the draft of the environmental 
document. 

 
5. References 

• Keys to Efficient Development of Useful Environmental Documents (FTA, 2007) 
 
 
 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 
 

https://www.transit.dot.gov/sites/fta.dot.gov/files/docs/enviroDocs.pdf


 

Title:  Review and Distribution of Environmental Assessments 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  9 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance for the review and processing of environmental assessments (EA). 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
This guidance applies to all EAs.1  EAs are needed for actions in which the significance of the 
environmental impact is not clearly established (23 CFR 771.115).  EAs are prepared when the actions 
are not categorically excluded and do not require the preparation of an environmental impact 
statement (EIS) because no significant impacts are anticipated, or when the agency believes preparation 
of an EA would assist in determining the need for an EIS. 
 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff is responsible for managing the environmental review process, including for projects 
that require an EA.  Managing the process includes providing guidance to the project sponsor regarding 
EA document development as well as the environmental review process.   
 
Per 23 CFR 771.119(c), the EA is subject to Administration approval before it is made available to the 
public as an FTA document.  Administrative approval is usually assigned to the Regional Office in 
consultation with the Regional Counsel.  Therefore, the Regional Administrator, or designee, must 
approve the EA prior to its public distribution. 
 
4. Standard Procedures for Environmental Assessments 
 

4.1. Annotated outline.  After informal scoping for an EA (if conducted) or project review by Regional 
staff (see SOP No. 7, Scoping, Section 4.2), FTA recommends the project sponsor prepare an 
annotated outline for review, revision, and approval by FTA Regional staff.  The Region should 
provide direction to the project sponsor on key environmental issues and how these issues will 
be addressed during the review process.  Consistent with Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ)  
regulations implementing the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), the annotated outline 
should reflect that an EA is a concise public document that should not contain long descriptions 
or detailed data (40 CFR 1502.10).  CEQ recommends that EA document length be about 10 to 15 
pages, though the length of the EA should be commensurate with the potential impacts and 
issues. 

 
4.2. Content of EA.  The EA must contain brief discussions of the need for the proposed action, 

reasonable alternatives to the proposed action, an evaluation of the environmental impacts of 
reasonable alternatives (including mitigation), and a list of agencies and persons consulted (40 

                                                           
1 This guidance is based in part upon FTA’s interpretation that 23 U.S.C. § 139 is limited to projects for which an EIS 
is prepared and does not apply to projects for which an EA is prepared unless FTA decides to apply it (see 23 U.S.C. 
§ 139(b)). 



 

CFR 1508.9).  The EA should also document compliance, to the extent possible, with all applicable 
environmental laws and executive orders, or provide reasonable assurance that their 
requirements can be met (23 CFR 771.119(g)). 
 
4.2.1.  Alternatives.  Alternatives should be described in sufficient detail that their impacts can 
be evaluated and mitigation measures can be designed into the project, where appropriate.  The 
alternatives evaluated in an EA will normally include the proposed action and the no action 
alternative, though others may be included.  For example, another build alternative might be 
developed in order to comply with Section 4(f) of the DOT Act (49 U.S.C. § 303). 

 
4.2.2.  Impacts.  EAs must disclose the impacts of the proposed action on the human and 
natural environment, and include mitigation measures, as appropriate.  When informal scoping 
raises major transportation-related issues, the EA should address transportation-related impacts 
with the focus on how transportation affects the human and natural environment (e.g., how 
congestion may affect localized air quality impacts). 

 
4.3. Sufficient analysis of impacts before publishing an EA.  Prior to publishing an EA, Regional staff 

must review the EA to ensure that sufficient analysis and consultation have been completed to 
disclose potential environmental impacts and to identify reasonable mitigation measures. 
Reviewers should also assure that the EA is concise and clearly written. 

 
4.4. Cooperating agency review.  It is rare for FTA to invite cooperating agencies to participate in EA 

development and review.  However, if there are cooperating agencies involved, then FTA should 
provide an opportunity for these agencies to review administrative drafts of the EA or sections 
thereof.  Cooperating agency participation should be established during any scoping that is held. 

 
4.5. Approval by FTA.  As discussed in Section 3, the EA is subject to FTA approval before it is made 

available to the public (23 CFR 771.119(c)).  FTA’s approval may be in the form of an FTA 
signature on the EA (preferred), or in the form of a letter, memo, or email to the project sponsor 
from the Regional Administrator or designee. 

 
4.6. Copies for FTA.  Regional staff should direct the project sponsor to send at least one hardcopy set 

of the EA and any associated technical reports to the Regional Office, along with CDs (number to 
be determined by the Regional staff, but should include at least one CD/DVD for FTA’s Office of 
Environmental Programs). 

 
4.7. Public availability of EAs. 

 
4.7.1.  Distribution and notice of EAs.  Availability of an EA is governed by 23 CFR 771.119, 
paragraphs (d) through (f).  Acceptable methods for providing access to the EA include 
publishing it on the project website, CD distribution, or hard copy distribution; FTA recommends 
posting the EA prominently on the project website and maintaining it there until the project is in 
operation.  The EA must be available at the project sponsor’s office, the FTA Regional Office, and 
at the public meeting (if one is held), and may be available at other public institutions, such as 
public libraries or other local government offices in the project area.  The project sponsor should 
publish a notice of availability in local newspapers and on the project sponsor’s website, noting 
(1) where the public can access the document; (2) the 30-day review period; (3) where 
comments should be sent; and (4) public meeting details, if one will be held.  A formal notice of 



 

availability (i.e., a notice published in the Federal Register) is not required and not normally used 
for EAs. 
 
4.7.2.  Public meetings/hearings.  A public meeting or hearing is not required for an EA under 
NEPA, but one may be held to satisfy other environmental laws (such as Section 106 and Section 
4(f)).  Any such meeting/hearing should be announced in the notice of availability. 
 

4.8. Distribution of EAs to Federal and State Agencies.  A hard copy or electronic copy of the EA or 
notice of its website location should be sent to any Federal, State, or local agency determined 
during preparation of the EA that have an interest in the project or jurisdiction over its impacts.  
Unlike an EIS, there is no formal filing of an EA with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 

 
4.9. Actions covered by an EA that typically require an EIS.  Consistent with the CEQ regulations 

implementing NEPA, when FTA expects to issue a finding of no significant impact (FONSI) for an 
action described in 23 CFR 771.115(a) (describing actions normally requiring preparation an EIS), 
a 30-day public review period of the proposed FONSI shall be provided before the final 
determination whether to prepare an EIS is made and before the action may begin (40 CFR 
1501.4(e)(2)).   

 
4.10. Atypical EA procedures. 

 
4.10.1.  Substantial comments on an EA.  Generally, FTA addresses any comments on an EA 
within the text of the FONSI or attached to a FONSI.  On occasion, the comments on the EA are 
so substantive that the project or its impacts, as presented in the EA, must be revised.  When 
this happens, the revised EA is included in the project file as the basis for the FONSI.  
Redistribution of the revised EA is not required, but may be done as a means of responding to 
the extensive comments received.  Further comments are not sought on the revised EA if there 
are no changes that alter environmental impact information and determinations made in the 
original EA, and there is no waiting period after distribution of the revised EA before issuing a 
FONSI.  However, if the revised EA presents new information or analysis that result in changes to 
impacts presented in the original EA, then the revised EA may be recirculated for comment. 
 
4.10.2.  Change class of action from EA to CE.  If, at any point in the EA process, FTA 
determines: (1) there is no potential for significant environmental impacts, and (2) there is no 
reason to provide additional opportunity for public involvement in the environmental process, 
the project may be more appropriately advanced as a categorical exclusion (CE) under 23 CFR 
771.118.  The EA should be terminated and a CE applied to the project, per the Regional Office’s 
CE process (e.g., checklist, project description, template, etc.).  If the EA was publicly 
announced, then the Regional Office and the project sponsor should discuss whether 
(depending on the level of public interest) and how to inform the public of the change (e.g., 
notice on the project sponsor’s website). 
 
4.10.3.  Change of class of action from EA to EIS.  If, at any point in the EA process, FTA 
determines that the project is likely to be a Federal action that significantly impacts the 
environment, the EA should be terminated and a Notice of Intent for an EIS should be issued 
(see 23 CFR 771.119(i)).  Any environmental study or consultation performed in support of the 
EA would apply in the EIS process. 
 



 

4.10.4.  Supplemental EA.  After FTA has issued a FONSI, combined final EIS (FEIS)/record of 
decision (ROD), or ROD for a project, changes to the project resulting from unanticipated 
engineering or design issues or legal challenges may necessitate a “supplemental EA.”  This FTA 
practice is supported by 23 CFR 771.130(c), which discusses the use of an EA to evaluate 
whether there is a need for a supplemental EIS.  The scope of the supplemental EA should be 
strictly limited to the area of the change, consistent with 23 CFR 771.130. 

 
5. Recordkeeping 
The FTA Regional Office should keep one copy of the EA in the project file.  It may be a hardcopy or a 
CD/DVD.  Administrative draft EAs and comments should be maintained in the environmental record to 
demonstrate coordination between FTA, the project sponsor, and cooperating agencies. 
 
6. References 

• CEQ regulations implementing NEPA, 40 CFR parts 1500-1508 
• FTA’s Environmental Impact and Related Procedures, 23 CFR 771.119 and 771.130 
• Section 4(f) regulations, 23 CFR part 774 
• Forty Most Asked Questions Concerning CEQ’s National Environmental Policy Act Regulations 

(CEQ, 1981) (see answer to Question 36a) 
• Section 404(b)(1) guidelines, 40 CFR part 230  
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http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=4100ce5e08bb9a222f14ea47e3b26ea1&mc=true&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40chapterV.tpl
http://www.fta.dot.gov/documents/NEPA_reg_clean(1).pdf
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=501c79f3d47331fb90d292fffe21e053&node=se23.1.771_1119&rgn=div8
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=501c79f3d47331fb90d292fffe21e053&node=se23.1.771_1130&rgn=div8
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=5977102a86497eea65836815a8a10423&node=pt23.1.774&rgn=div5
http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/G-CEQ-40Questions.pdf
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40cfr230_main_02.tpl
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1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on the drafting and processing of environmental impact statements 
(EISs). 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
This guidance applies to draft EIS (DEIS), final EIS s (FEIS), and combined FEIS/record of decision (ROD) 
documents.  The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requires Federal agencies to prepare an EIS 
for a major Federal action that significantly affects the quality of the human environment, and 23 U.S.C. 
§ 139 contains certain requirements that apply specifically when an EIS is prepared.  The typical process 
for preparing an EIS includes: (1) publishing a notice of intent (NOI); (2) preparing an annotated outline 
with input from the scoping process; (3) preparing a DEIS, followed by a 45-day review and comment 
period; and, (4) preparing a combined FEIS/ROD or a separate FEIS, followed by a ROD. 
 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff is responsible for managing the environmental review process, including for projects 
that require an EIS.  Managing the review process includes providing guidance to the project sponsor 
throughout the typical process for preparing an EIS. 
 
The FTA Office of Chief Counsel (TCC) is responsible for reviewing the FEIS or combined FEIS/ROD for 
legal sufficiency; this is usually assigned to the Regional Counsel. 
 
The FTA Regional Administrator or designee must approve the EIS when satisfied that it complies with 
NEPA prior to its public distribution.  Approval will be made by signing and dating the cover sheet. 
 
4. Standard Procedures for Environmental Impact Statements 
 

4.1. Annotated outline.  After the scoping process, Regional staff should direct project sponsors to 
prepare an annotated outline of the EIS for FTA review and approval.  The annotated outline 
should reflect input from scoping and establish the framework for the EIS. 

 
4.2. Preliminary/internal versions.  The preliminary or internal version (may also be referred to as the 

administrative draft, review draft, screen check, etc.) of the DEIS, FEIS, combined FEIS/ROD, or 
supplemental EIS is a version of the document that FTA reviews before approving the EIS for 
public review.  FTA may request a cooperating agency to review part or all of the preliminary 
version, depending on the cooperating agency’s jurisdiction by law, special expertise, and any 
agreement made on timing and coordination of reviews from the project coordination plan.  
FTA’s Office of Environmental Programs (TPE-30) recommends that all preliminary versions be 
labeled as “preliminary,” including the date, to avoid confusion. 

 



 

4.3. Standards for length and format of the EIS. 
 

4.3.1.  Length.  Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations implementing NEPA state 
that an EIS should normally be less than 150 pages, and proposals of unusual scope or 
complexity should normally be less than 300 pages (40 CFR 1502.7).  The analysis for any given 
impact area, though, should be proportional to the complexity and importance of the issue. 
 
4.3.2.  Format.  Regional staff should use a format for an EIS that encourages sound analysis and 
clear presentation of the alternatives, including the proposed action.  The format should be 
consistent with CEQ’s recommended format (40 CFR 1502.10) and contain the following: 

 
• Cover Sheet1 
• Summary 
• Table of Contents 
• Purpose of and need for the action  
• Alternatives  
• Affected environment 
• Environmental consequences 
• List of preparers 
• List of agencies, organizations, and persons to whom copies are sent 
• Index 
• Appendices 

 
This format can be modified, but it must reflect all components found in the list, per 40 CFR 
1502.10.  For example, Regional staff may encourage the project sponsor to combine the 
“affected environment” and “environmental consequences” chapters in an effort to make the 
environment discussion more succinct.  In addition to the components listed above, an EIS may 
include public involvement and agency coordination summaries and sections for an 
environmental justice analysis and/or a Section 4(f) evaluation, as appropriate.  For an EIS that is 
prepared under joint Federal and State environmental laws, every effort should be made to give 
greater deference to the Federal format, and State-required determinations not relevant to 
NEPA considerations (such as the significance of any particular impact) should be labeled clearly 
as being included for purposes of State law. 

 
4.4. Alternatives.  The EIS should adequately describe the consideration of a range of reasonable 

alternatives, including documentation of alternatives withdrawn from consideration.  Any prior 
planning work leading to the development and selection of alternatives for detailed study should 
be incorporated by reference.  Alternatives evaluated should be described in sufficient detail that 
their impacts can be evaluated and that mitigation measures can be designed into the project 
where appropriate. 
 
Whenever possible, FTA should work with project sponsor and appropriate participating agencies 
to identify the preferred alternative prior to issuing the DEIS. The CEQ regulations state that FTA 
must identify the preferred alternative in the DEIS if it is known at the time and identify such 

                                                           
1 A DEIS should include a notice on the cover sheet stating that FTA will prepare a combined FEIS/ROD unless 
conditions are present (such as practicability issues) that preclude the use of the combined FEIS/ROD. 



 

alternative in the FEIS (40 CFR 1502.14(e)).  Identification of the preferred alternative in the DEIS 
helps determine whether it is practicable to use a combined FEIS/ROD process for the project. 

 
4.5. Affected environment and impacts.  The EIS must disclose the direct and indirect impacts of the 

alternatives on the human and natural environment (40 CFR 1502.16).  The EIS should focus on 
the resources identified through scoping and agency consultation that are most relevant to the 
proposed action.  Affected environmental resources and considerations may include, but are not 
limited to: air quality, climate change, endangered species, environmental justice, hazardous 
materials/contamination, historic resources,2 noise and vibration, parks, safety, transportation, 
floodplains, and jurisdictional waters of the U.S. (wetlands, streams, etc.).  More details on these 
affected environmental resources can be found in other SOPs and/or on the FTA website.  The 
DEIS must list all Federal permits, licenses, and other entitlements that are anticipated to be 
needed to implement the proposed project, or if uncertain, the DEIS must state that uncertainty 
(40 CFR 1502.25(b)).  FTA strongly encourages sufficient progress in coordination for all impact 
areas determined relevant for evaluation by the time the DEIS is published, especially for those 
impacts requiring permits or other approvals, in order to support publication of a combined 
FEIS/ROD later. 

 
4.6. Mitigation.  FTA encourages its project sponsors to avoid, minimize, and mitigate adverse 

environmental impacts.  Regional staff should also be aware of potential impacts caused by 
mitigation measures (e.g., visual adverse effects to historic properties from noise walls).  The 
DEIS should include mitigation proposals while the combined FEIS/ROD or ROD should commit to 
mitigation measures.  If the EIS discusses mitigation options for a particular type of 
environmental impact (e.g., mitigation options for impacts to historic resources or mitigation 
options for impacts to jurisdictional waters of the United States), any comments received on this 
impact and its mitigation should be considered before one of the mitigation options is selected 
as a commitment in the combined FEIS/ROD or ROD. 

 
4.7. Project funding.  A chapter on financial concerns is not required for an EIS, but the source of local 

funds for the project should be included somewhere in the document (e.g., purpose and need 
chapter or alternatives chapter).  Additionally, the type of Federal funding anticipated should be 
noted in the EIS, with an explanation that the approval of Federal funding is a Federal action 
which requires compliance with NEPA.  Any supporting documentation regarding the financial 
feasibility of the project should be available for public review, typically in an appendix to the EIS 
or as a technical report/memo. 

 
4.8. Technical studies.  Technical reports and memos contain the detailed technical analyses that 

support the summary information and analyses presented in the EIS.  Regional staff should 
encourage the use of technical reports (e.g., hazardous materials studies, traffic studies, noise 
and vibration studies, biological assessments, Section 106 reports) rather than including detailed 
technical information in the body of the EIS itself.  Technical reports can be appendices to the EIS 
or stand-alone reference documents that are incorporated by reference.  Technical reports 

                                                           
2 While not required, FTA strongly encourages state historic preservation officer (SHPO) concurrences on National 
Register of Historic Places eligibility and effects determinations prior to DEIS approval and publication to facilitate 
use of a combined FEIS/ROD later (SHPO concurrence is required prior to a combined FEIS/ROD or FEIS).  If there is 
an adverse effect finding, the Region should include an executed Section 106 agreement (i.e., Memorandum of 
Agreement or Programmatic Agreement) before distribution of the combined FEIS/ROD or FEIS. 



 

should be reviewed by the Region and made available to the public (e.g., on project sponsor 
websites and at locations where the public can review the EIS) no later than circulation of the EIS 
they support. 

 
4.9. Review, approval, and signature. 

 
4.9.1.  FTA regional review.  Prior to approval and publication of an EIS, Regional staff should 
ensure sufficient analysis and consultation has been completed to disclose potential impacts 
and reasonable mitigation measures on which the public may comment.  While a formal legal 
sufficiency review is not required for DEIS documents, consultation with the Regional Counsel 
assigned to the project is recommended. 

 
4.9.2.  Headquarters review.  For most projects, FTA Headquarters does not need to 
review/concur on an EIS unless the Region requests assistance.  In rare cases, as specified in 23 
CFR 771.125(c), Headquarters may request formal review and concurrence on an FEIS prior to 
the Regional signature of the document. 

 
4.9.3.  Signature page.  When FTA, the project sponsor, and other lead agencies (if any) are 
satisfied with the content of the EIS or combined FEIS/ROD, the project sponsor arranges for the 
cover page of the document to be signed by: (a) the authorized official of the project sponsor; 
(b) the FTA Regional Administrator; and (c) other Federal, State, or local joint lead agencies, if 
there are any (e.g., FHWA, the State DOT). 

 
4.10. Production of hard copy/electronic copy.  The initial printing of the EIS must take into account 

the number of agencies, organizations, and individuals that can be reasonably expected to 
request a hard copy (see 23 CFR 771.123(f)).  To assist in determining the number of copies for 
publication, whether hard copy or CD/DVD, Regional staff should direct the project sponsor to 
ask whether cooperating and participating agencies prefer a printed hard copy of the EIS, a 
printed summary accompanied by a CD/DVD, or only an electronic copy.  FTA recommends all 
others receive a hard copy of the summary and an electronic copy of the full document, though 
other organizations or the public may request the entire EIS in hard copy and that should be 
considered when determining print quantity.  For projects with an extremely large distribution 
list, it may be acceptable for the project sponsor to notify the distribution list (see 23 CFR 
771.111(i)) where the EIS can be found (e.g., project website, libraries, regional offices, etc.). 
 
Regional staff should work with the project sponsor to ensure the size of the electronic copy is 
reasonable for downloading (e.g., consider different Internet speeds) and that a clear and 
descriptive file-naming protocol has been followed. 

 
4.11. Distribution and filing of the DEIS. The DEIS must be filed with the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA) and transmitted to Federal, State, and local government agencies with 
jurisdiction over or interest in the action, public officials, interest groups, and members of the 
public known to have an interest in the proposed action.  See 23 CFR 771.123(g) for the complete 
distribution list.  The distribution and filing steps to be taken are as follows: 
 
• First, Regional staff should ensure that the DEIS is transmitted to cooperating and 

participating agencies and made available to the public (including placing the DEIS in public 
viewing areas and on the project website) by the time the document is submitted to EPA and 



 

publication of the notice of availability (NOA) in the Federal Register.  This allows for the full 
minimum review periods prescribed in 40 CFR 1506.10.  Note that EISs with a NOI date in the 
Federal Register after October 12, 2015 must be listed on the Federal Infrastructure 
Permitting Dashboard, per CEQ and OMB guidance. 
 

• Second, Regional staff should file the DEIS with EPA via its e-NEPA electronic filing system.3  
EPA headquarters no longer accepts accept hard copies or copies of an EIS on CD/DVD.  In 
addition to the DEIS filed with EPA headquarters, FTA Regional staff should provide a hard 
copy of the EIS and/or electronic copy, if requested, directly to the appropriate EPA Regional 
Office (see EPA contact information). 

 
• Lastly, EPA, not FTA, drafts the NOA from the information on the signed cover and abstract 

pages of the filed DEIS.  The NOA will appear in the Federal Register on Friday of the week 
following the week in which FTA electronically files the EIS with EPA.  The project sponsor 
must also publish an NOA of the DEIS in local newspapers along with public hearing 
information. 

 
4.11.1.  U.S. Department of the Interior (DOI).  DOI recently updated its guidance on 
environmental document submission requirements for its review.  Depending on the type of 
document, DOI’s review is either conducted by its bureaus and offices at the field level or by its 
Office of Environmental Policy and Compliance (OEPC) at the headquarters level.  DOI’s 
guidance outlines which level will review an environmental document.  DEISs, FEISs, and Section 
4(f) evaluations should be sent to the OEPC headquarters office.  For information on DOI’s 
review period, FTA Regional staff should refer to the Section 4(f) SOP.  In addition, Regional staff 
should reference DOI’s Guidance on Environmental Document Submission Requirements to 
determine whom to contact and how to contact them, and should visit the DOI OEPC website to 
check for future updated guidance. 

 
4.11.2.  FTA copies of EIS.  Regional staff directs the project sponsor to print and send sufficient 
copies to the Regional Office and FTA headquarters office for FTA’s files.  TPE-30 requests one 
hard copy and one electronic copy (CD/DVD or thumb drive) of each EIS. 

 
4.12. DEIS comment period and public hearing.  The project sponsor must circulate the DEIS for 

public comment on behalf of FTA (23 CFR 771.123(g)), and a public hearing is required during the 
circulation period of all DEISs (23 CFR 771.123(h)).  The DEIS must be available at least 15 days 
prior to the public hearing (23 CFR 771.123(h)).  The comment period for a DEIS must be at least 
45 days from publication of the NOA, but no more than 60 days, unless (1) the lead agency, the 
project sponsor, and all participating agencies agree to a different comment period, or (2) the 
lead agency extends the comment deadline for good cause (23 U.S.C. § 139(g)(2)). 

 
4.13. Consider comments.  After circulation of the DEIS, FTA and the project sponsor consider the 

comments received.  The combined FEIS/ROD or FEIS must discuss the substantive comments 
received on the DEIS and supply responses to those comments, such as modifying the 
alternatives, supplementing or modifying the analyses, making factual corrections, or explaining 

                                                           
3 View EPA’s Environmental Impact Statement Filing Guidance for submittal instructions, such as file naming (e.g., 
chapter/subchapter number followed by its name, or use the EIS title if just submitting one file) and file size limits 
(e.g., no greater than 50 MB).  Note, the e-NEPA site requires page numbers for each file you upload. 

https://www.epa.gov/nepa/submitting-copies-environmental-impact-statements-epa-regional-offices
https://www.doi.gov/sites/doi.gov/files/uploads/Environmental_Review_Process%20February%202016.pdf
https://www.doi.gov/oepc/HQ-Teams/nrm-team
https://www.epa.gov/nepa/environmental-impact-statement-filing-guidance


 

why the comments do not warrant further agency response, with the substantive comments 
attached to the combined FEIS/ROD or FEIS.  (See 40 CFR 1503.4 and 23 CFR 771.125(a)(1)). 

 
4.14. Completing the EIS.  After considering comments on the DEIS, Regional staff and the project 

sponsor complete the combined FEIS/ROD or FEIS. 
 

4.14.1.  Combined FEIS/ROD.  Per 23 U.S.C. § 139(n)(2), FTA must prepare a combined 
FEIS/ROD, to the maximum extent possible, unless (1) the FEIS makes substantial changes to the 
proposed action that are relevant to environmental or safety concerns; or (2) there have been 
significant new circumstances or information relevant to environmental concerns and that bear 
on the proposed action or the impacts of the proposed action.  As applicable, the combined 
FEIS/ROD includes: 
 

• Definitive mitigation commitments; 
• Section 106 determination and any agreements (i.e., Memorandum of Agreement 

or Programmatic Agreement); 
• Section 4(f) finding; 
• Project-level air quality conformity; 
• Concurrence under Section 7 consultation 
• Discussion of wetland impacts and commitment to mitigation to obtain and comply 

with conditions of a Section 404 permit and Protection of Wetlands Executive Order 
11990 finding; and, 

• Floodplain finding. 
 

In addition to these determinations and findings, the combined FEIS/ROD must include: 
 

• Responses to substantive comments from the public and agencies; 
• Summary of changes since the DEIS; 
• Clear identification of the preferred alternative.  The preferred alternative includes 

not only the alignment but also the locations of all the stations, maintenance 
facilities, and associated structures. 

 
4.14.2.  Separate FEIS, followed by a ROD.  If a combined FEIS/ROD is not practicable, Regional 
staff must follow the traditional approach of preparing a separate FEIS, followed by a ROD (23 
CFR 771.125(a)).  The FEIS should document compliance, to the extent possible, with all 
applicable environmental laws and Executive Orders, or provide reasonable assurance that their 
requirements can be met.  Every reasonable effort shall be made to resolve interagency 
disagreements on actions before processing the FEIS.  If significant issues remain unresolved, 
the FEIS must identify those issues and the consultations and other efforts made to resolve 
them. 

 
4.14.3.  FEIS errata sheet approach.  If changes to the DEIS are minor (e.g., response to 
comments involves factual corrections or an explanation that the comment does not warrant 
additional consideration), CEQ regulations allow for an abbreviated FEIS through the use of 
errata sheets attached to a DEIS (see 40 CFR 1503.4(c) and 23 U.S.C. § 139(n)(1)).  This approach 
can be used with the combined FEIS/ROD or the traditional FEIS documents.  Regional staff are 



 

encouraged to consult with Headquarters before planning to use this approach as FTA has not 
used it frequently in the past. 

 
4.14.4.  Legal sufficiency.  For combined FEIS/ROD or FEIS documents that are prepared under 
joint Federal and State environmental laws, the project sponsor’s legal counsel will attest to the 
legal sufficiency of the document under State environmental laws, prior to requesting signature 
from FTA.  FTA legal counsel (TCC) reviews the combined FEIS/ROD or FEIS for legal sufficiency 
with CEQ and FTA environmental regulations, and other environmental requirements. 

 
4.14.5.  Production, distribution, and notice.  The information found in sections 4.10 and 4.11 
applies to combined FEIS/ROD and FEIS documents with two exceptions. 

 
• First, the combined FEIS/ROD or FEIS must be transmitted to any persons, 

organizations, or agencies that made substantive comments on the DEIS or 
requested a copy, no later than the time the document is filed with EPA. 
 

• Second, the NOAfor a combined FEIS/ROD or FEIS should note that the document is 
available to the public and where the document can be accessed, but the notice 
should not include a request for comments or a review period.  See 23 CFR 
771.125(g). 
 

Note that as the combined FEIS/ROD is not widely used across the Federal Government, EPA 
does not yet have a “combined FEIS/ROD” option available on e-NEPA.  Therefore, Regional staff 
should contact EPA regarding the NOA for the combined FEIS/ROD by sending an email to the e-
NEPA contact that includes (1) the EIS number; (2) document type (i.e., FEIS); (3) Agency (FTA) 
and Agency contact; and (4) the following statement: 
 
“Under 23 U.S.C. § 139(n)(2), FTA has issued a single document that consists of a final 
environmental impact statement and record of decision.  Therefore, the 30-day wait/review 
period under NEPA does not apply to this action.” 

 
5. Recordkeeping 
FTA Regional Offices must maintain at least one copy (hard copy or electronic version), including 
technical reports and studies.  Preliminary versions of documents should be maintained in the 
environmental project file to demonstrate coordination among FTA, the project sponsor, and 
cooperating agencies. 
 
6. References 

• Efficient environmental reviews for project decisionmaking, 23 U.S.C. § 139 
• Guidance Establishing Metrics for the Permitting and Environmental Review of Infrastructure 

Projects (CEQ & OMB, September 22, 2015) 
• CEQ Regulations Implementing NEPA, 40 CFR parts 1500-1508 
• Department of the Interior (DOI) Requirements for DOI Review of External Agencies 

Environmental Documents (February 2016) 
• FTA’s Environmental Impact and Related Procedures, 23 CFR part 771 
• Interim Guidance on MAP-21 Section 1319 Accelerated Decisionmaking in Environmental 

Reviews.  (FHWA/FTA, 2013)  

http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:23%20section:139%20edition:prelim)
https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/memoranda/2015/m-15-20.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/memoranda/2015/m-15-20.pdf
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?gp=&SID=c2da3f5465f9b00b59b8b081cf36ef2a&mc=true&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40chapterV.tpl
https://www.doi.gov/sites/doi.gov/files/uploads/Environmental_Review_Process%20February%202016.pdf
https://www.doi.gov/sites/doi.gov/files/uploads/Environmental_Review_Process%20February%202016.pdf
http://www.fta.dot.gov/documents/NEPA_reg_clean(1).pdf
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=e531a2e4db84fe0c3ce75034b3a18178&node=pt23.1.771&rgn=div5
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/MAP21/guidance/guideaccdecer.cfm
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/MAP21/guidance/guideaccdecer.cfm


 

• Forty Most Asked Questions Concerning CEQ’s National Environmental Policy Act Regulations 
(CEQ, 1981) 

• Section 4(f) regulations, 23 CFR part 774 
• Section 404(b)(1) guidelines, 40 CFR part 230 
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 Title:  Receiving and Responding to Public and Agency Comments  

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  11 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on the public and agency comment and response process for 
environmental assessment (EA) and environmental impact statement (EIS) documents. 
 
2. Applicability/Scope                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
This document focuses on the process for responding to public and agency comments received on EAs 
and EISs, as required by the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) (42 U.S.C. § 4332), 23 U.S.C. § 
139, the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations implementing NEPA (40 CFR part 1503), 
and the joint Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) and Federal Transit Administration (FTA) 
regulations implementing NEPA (23 CFR part 771). 
 
Given that categorical exclusion (CE) determinations are not required to be circulated for public or 
agency comment, this document does not address CEs.  In addition, guidance on responding to public 
and agency comments received during an EIS scoping period is not included as it is addressed in the 
Scoping Standard Operating Procedure (SOP No. 7).   Finally, this guidance does not focus on the public 
involvement requirements of other environmental laws, regulations, or executive orders.  
 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff is responsible for reviewing all public and agency comments received during public 
comment periods, responses to those comments prepared on FTA’s behalf, and any associated text 
changes to the environmental document.  Regional staff should confirm that the project sponsor has: (1) 
provided adequate opportunity for the review of the EA or EIS by interested and affected parties, as well 
as Federal, State, and local agencies with jurisdiction; (2) properly documented the receipt of comments 
during this time for the project file; (3) considered all substantive comments received during the 
comment period; and (4) responded in accordance with statutory and regulatory requirements.  FTA 
Regional staff are encouraged to attend public meetings/hearings on environmental documents if travel 
funds are available, especially for more complex projects. 
 
FTA Regional Counsel, through the Office of Chief Counsel, is responsible for reviewing the response to 
comments, any related changes to the environmental document, and consistency with the 
environmental decision document.  
 
The FTA Regional Administrator, as signatory to the decision document, is responsible for Regional staff 
fulfilling its responsibilities and complying with governing requirements. 
 
4. Standard Procedures 
 

4.1. Document availability.   
 

https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/42/4332
https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/40/part-1503
https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/23/part-771


 

4.1.1.  Administrative/internal drafts.  Depending on the project, participating and 
cooperating agencies may participate in the development and/or the review of the internal 
draft/administrative draft EIS (DEIS), final EIS (FEIS), or combined FEIS/record of decision 
(ROD).  They must provide comments within their areas of special expertise or jurisdiction 
(23 U.S.C. § 139(d)(9)(A)) or use the process to address any environmental issues of concern 
to their agency (23 U.S.C. § 139(d)(9)(B)), and should follow the review timing included in 
the coordination plan. 

 
4.1.2.  Public availability.  Project sponsors must make EA and EIS documents available for 
review by interested and affected parties, including Federal, State, and local agencies, and 
the document must be available at the project sponsor’s office and the FTA Regional office 
(23 CFR 771.119(d) and 771.123(g)).  FTA recommends posting the electronic version to the 
project sponsor’s website (23 CFR 771.111(i)(3)), and making a hard copy available in a 
transit-accessible location, such as a public library or a community center for those without 
Internet access. 

 
4.2. Comment periods.  FTA requests comments on its EAs and EISs through formal public and 

agency comment periods.  The length of comment periods vary by the class of action (EA or EIS).  
FTA’s standard practice is that comment periods are measured in calendar days from the date 
the document is made available (the notice of availability (NOA) publication date for EISs) to the 
last day of the comment period.  If the comment period ends on a holiday or a weekend, then 
the next business day is the close of the comment period. 

 
4.2.1. Limited English proficiency.  In accordance with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
and Executive Order 13166 “Improving Access to Services with Persons with Limited English 
Proficiency (LEP),” project sponsors must be certain to that LEP populations have 
meaningful access to the review of agency plans.  Guidance on LEP populations specifying 
the requirements document translation are contained in the USDOT Policy Guidance 
Concerning Recipients Responsibilities to LEP Persons (2005).  The guidance explains the 
four-factor analysis to be used in determining when translation for LEP populations is 
needed for written materials and public hearings.  

 
4.2.2. Protecting privacy.  Project sponsors should provide a notice or disclaimer1 to 
commenters that their personal information, if provided, may be published in 
environmental documents that are publicly circulated.  A member of the public may choose 
to exclude their personal information from comment forms and environmental documents, 
if desired.  

 
4.2.3. Environmental Assessment (EA).  Project sponsors must make an EA available for 
public inspection for a 30-day period.  Circulating an EA and holding a public hearing or 
meeting2 is optional (23 CFR 771.119(d)-(f)).  A NOA, briefly describing the action and its 

                                                           
1 Any solicitation for comments (e.g., NOA) or provided comment materials (e.g., comment cards at public 
meetings) should include the disclaimer. 
2 A public hearing is a formal meeting that is recorded and results in a transcript.  A court reporter or independent 
third party typically prepares the transcript).   A public meeting does not require having a court reporter in 
attendance or a transcript, and can be in the form of townhall meetings, open houses, or charettes.   



 

impacts, must be provided to affected units of Federal, State, and local government.  Project 
sponsors should provide a website link to the electronic version and give notice of the 
location where interested persons can view a hard copy.  They should also identify a contact 
person who can provide a copy of the document upon request. 

 
When a project sponsor chooses to hold a public hearing for the project, a 30-day comment 
period must be held (23 CFR 771.119(e)-(f)) and the EA must be available for at least 15 days 
prior to the hearing.  FTA Regional staff must make certain that the project sponsor gives 
proper notice of the EA’s availability, provides information on where it may be obtained 
and/or reviewed, and that public hearing advertisement occurs 15 days in advance of a 
hearing if one is held (40 CFR 1506.6(b)). 

 
Notification methods for an EA include: advertisement in the local newspapers announcing 
the availability of the EA, posting on the project sponsor’s website, and hard copy viewing 
locations for those without Internet access.  A Federal Register notice is not required for an 
EA and is only made upon approval of the Director of the Office of Environmental Programs 
on projects of national importance.   

 
4.2.4. Draft EIS (DEIS).  FTA and the project sponsor must circulate a DEIS for public and 
agency comment.  The comment period must be at least 45 days, but no more than 60 days 
(23 CFR 771.123(i)).  Extended comment periods are discussed in more detail in Section 4.3. 
The DEIS must be available for at least 15 days prior to the public hearing (23 CFR 
771.123(h)).  Regional staff should instruct the project sponsor to publish the public hearing 
information in local newspapers, on the project website, and any other appropriate means. 

 
The comment period on a DEIS begins when the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
publishes a NOA in the Federal Register.  FTA Regional staff are directed to follow EPA’s EIS 
Filing Guidance to file the NOA with EPA.  EPA will publish the NOA once FTA files the DEIS 
and affirms that it has been made available to all other interested agencies and the public.  
FTA Regional staff should ensure the NOA includes the following: 

• Comment period deadline is noted; 
• Required 15-day EIS availability prior to the public hearing is met; 
• The time, date, and location information for the public hearing is included; and 
• Instructions on how to comment are provided. 
 

FTA should also ensure the project sponsor announces the details of the comment period, 
public hearing, and where comments are to be sent in cover/transmittal letters of the DEIS, 
on the project sponsor’s website, and in public hearing brochures, handouts, or other 
notices.   

 
4.2.5.  Combined FEIS and ROD (FEIS/ROD).  A combined FEIS/ROD document (23 U.S.C. § 
139(n)) does not have a comment period or a 30-day waiting period because these 
documents are published as a single document.  EPA publishes a NOA in the Federal Register 
for FEIS/ROD documents. 

 
4.2.6.  Final EIS (FEIS).  No comment period is required following the publication of an FEIS; 
however, a 30-day waiting period is required between the date of the Federal Register FEIS 
NOA and signature date of the ROD (40 CFR 1506.10(b)(2), 23 CFR 771.125 and 771.127).  



 

FTA may receive comments during this period and may consider any substantive comments 
received when developing the basis of decision for the ROD.  If FTA chooses to establish a 
comment period on an FEIS, information on the comment period must be included in the 
introduction of the FEIS, in the NOA, on the project website, and in the newspaper NOA, 
depending on the purpose for the request for comments. 

 
4.2.7.  Supplemental documents.  Supplemental documents are subject to the same public 
comment and review period requirements as an original EA or EIS, except that scoping is not 
required and the public involvement may be tailored to the scope of the supplemental 
document as appropriate.   

 
4.3. Comment period extensions.  A comment period of an EA or an EIS may be extended for good 

reason, such as a request from another Federal agency, and its duration should be determined 
during scoping activities.  The comment period for an EIS can be extended only if: (1) the lead 
agency, project sponsor, and cooperating and participating agencies all agree to set a longer 
period; or (2) the lead agency (FTA) finds “good cause” for the longer period (23 U.S.C. § 
139(g)(2)). 

 
If comment periods are extended after an EA is made available or an EIS NOA is published, the 
project sponsor should use the same methods used to advertise the original comment period.  
FTA Regional staff must amend the NOA filed with EPA to extend the comment period.  Local 
notifications, such as updating the comment period on a project website, should also be 
amended. 
 

4.4. Receiving comments.  FTA Regional staff should ensure that the project sponsor has 
appropriately invited comments on the environmental document, either through hardcopy or 
electronic means.  Comments may be received in various ways, such as: 

• Letters or emails sent to the project sponsor or FTA Regional staff; 
• Hand-written comments submitted on comment cards at public hearings or oral 

testimony recorded in public hearing transcripts; or,  
• Comments submitted through the project sponsor’s website. 

 
4.5. Consideration of comments.  All substantive comments must be considered, either individually 

or collectively (40 CFR 1503.4(a)), to help decisionmakers make informed decisions.  FTA 
Regional staff should work with the project sponsor to identify common concerns or major 
concerns expressed in the comments, and FTA Regional staff should resolve any conflicting 
comments between Federal agencies.  Careful consideration of public and agency comments 
should be made by the project sponsor to determine how to respond to comments and how 
best to advance the project to complete the EA or EIS process. 

 
Comments received often vary and can range from statements of support for, or opposition to, a 
project sponsor’s action to detailed critiques of the analysis and suggestions for new alternative. 
Comments may identify errors of fact, highlight areas of controversy, identify omissions, raise 
environmental concerns, or provide new information. 

 
4.6. Responding to comments.  Responses to comments are required for both EA and EIS documents 

(23 CFR 771.119(g) and 23 CFR 771.125(a)(1), respectively).  It is not required by Federal 



 

regulation to send a direct response to commenters.  State and/or local regulations may, 
however, have a requirement to do so. 

 
The type of response will vary based on whether the comment is substantive or non-substantive. 
 

4.6.1.  Substantive comments.  Comments that raise specific issues or concerns regarding 
the project or the study process; suggest new alternatives; question or raise concern over 
new impacts not previously addressed in the DEIS or EA.   

 
Responses.  CEQ directs that an agency must respond to substantive comments by one or 
more of the means listed below (40 CFR 1503.4(b)): 
 

• Modify alternatives including the proposed action; 
• Develop and evaluate alternatives not previously given serious consideration; 
• Supplement, improve, or modify its analyses;  
• Make factual corrections; or 
• Explain why the comments do not warrant further FTA response, citing the sources, 

authorities, or reasons which support FTA’s position and, if appropriate, indicate 
those circumstances that would trigger FTA reappraisal or further response. 

 
In  the Forty Most-Asked Questions Concerning CEQ’s National Environmental Policy Act 
Regulations, question 29 recommends how DEIS comments questioning the adequacy of the 
EIS methodology or comments that raise new alternatives should be addressed.  Comments 
should be responded to in the combined FEIS/ROD or the FEIS. 

 
4.6.2.  Non-substantive comments.  These include comments that are not relevant to the 
topics discussed in the environmental document, such as general statements of support or 
opposition to the project, or comments concerning information that was already included in 
the document but the reader overlooked. 

 
Responses.  Responses may refer the reader to the location in the document to point out 
information related to the comment.  If only minor edits or corrections are needed as a 
result of comments, they can also be addressed in an errata sheet.  Responses to general 
support or opposition could be that the agency will consider the comment prior to making a 
final decision on the project. 

 
4.7. Response format.   FTA has no prescribed format for responding to comments.  The response 

format will depend on a number of factors including the number and type of comments 
received.   Regional staff should encourage the project sponsor to use a user-friendly format 
where commenters can easily find their comments and the FTA/project sponsor’s responses.  
Voluminous comments may be summarized. 
 
Potential formats include: 

 
• Matrices that organize the comments into a table with individual answers for each 

comment.  This approach provides a comprehensive record of all comments received; 



 

• Summaries of either individual comments or single responses for comment themes.   A 
comment response can reference the comment theme response minimizing the 
repetition of responses.  This reduces the need to change responses in multiple 
locations as they are being drafted, reducing the likelihood of typos and errors, and also 
allows for faster and easier review.  Where summaries are used, the actual comments 
must be made available for inspection at the project sponsor’s office, on the project 
website, or attached to the final environmental document; or 

• An in-line comment-response format that assigns a number to each individual comment 
and then presents the responses by number.  This approach is often best for smaller 
documents or documents with few comments or issues. 
 

4.8. Preparing responses.  FTA must ensure the project sponsor responds to all EA and EIS 
comments consistently, thoughtfully, and respectfully.  Prepared responses should also: 
 

• Be in proportion to the scope and scale of the environmental issue raised; 
• Be consistent with other responses and with the final decision document; 
• Provide an explanation as to why FTA and the project sponsor do not feel that a revision 

is warranted if one isn’t;  
• Be objective regarding the environmental issues raised; and 
• Cross-reference relevant sections in the NEPA document, and, if more information can 

be found elsewhere (e.g., project web site), direct the commenter to it. 
 
If the comment includes an inaccurate statement, the response should provide the correct 
information.  If the comment claims an issue was not analyzed, the response should either 
reference where in the document the issue is addressed or explain why the analysis was not 
done and why it was not required.  If a comment results in changes to the document or 
additional analysis, clearly state that in the response and include the relevant document 
references. 

 
4.9. Responding to late comments.  FTA should consider and respond to substantive comments 

received after the close of the comment period, but prior to publication of the decision 
document, to the extent practicable. 

 
4.10. Documenting comments and responses.  FTA should ensure the project sponsor collects, 

organizes, and makes all comments  and responses available for FTA review (23 CFR 771.119(g) 
and 23 CFR 771.125(a)(1)).  All comments (hardcopy and electronic) must be maintained in the 
project file.  
 

4.10.1.  EA.  The project sponsor must provide the comments received and the responses to 
the EA for review by FTA (23 CFR 771.119(g)).  FTA uses the responses to comments on an 
EA in making the FONSI decision and incorporates this information into the FONSI 
documentation. 

 
4.10.2.  EIS.  Responses to comments on EISs are required to be assessed both individually 
and collectively (40 CFR 1503.4) and provided in the combined FEIS/ROD or FEIS.  CEQ 
regulations (40 CFR 1503.4(b)) and FTA regulations (23 CFR 771.125) state that an FEIS must 
provide a discussion of all substantive comments received on a DEIS within the FEIS and a 



 

response must be provided even if the comment does not warrant further agency response.  
Copies of comment letters are usually contained in an appendix. 

 
4.11. Changes as a result of public and agency comments.  Occassionally, comments received on an  

EA or EIS results in changes in a class of action determination or requires a revised approach to 
completing the NEPA process, such as a supplemental document.  Regional staff will review the 
public comment and responses to determine whether changes are necessary.    

• For an EA, FTA will determine whether to:  issue a FONSI, require a supplemental EA 
request additional public and agency review, or request an EIS based on the presence of 
significant impacts.   

• For a DEIS, FTA will determine whether to:  issue a combined FEIS/ROD document,3 issue 
an FEIS, or require a supplemental EA or EIS.   

 
4.12. Documenting the comment-response process.  FTA should ensure the project sponsor 

documents the comment-response process in the decision document (i.e., FONSI, combined 
FEIS/ROD, or ROD).  This will help the public and agencies understand how FTA processed and 
responded to their comments.  Documentation should include information on the length of the 
comment period and whether there were any extensions; the public hearings or meetings held, if 
any; the number of comments; and sources of comments.  The same information is also required 
of any supplemental environmental documents.  The documentation may note issues of 
controversy raised by commenters and summarize changes made in response to comments. 

 
5. References 

• CEQ regulations implementing NEPA, 40 CFR 1500-1508 
• Efficient environmental reviews for project decisionmaking, 23 U.S.C. § 139 
• Environmental Impact Statement Filing Guidance, (EPA) 
• Final Guidance on Improving the Process for Preparing Efficient and Timely Environmental 

Reviews under the National Environmental Policy Act, (CEQ, 2012) 
• Forty Most-Asked Questions Concerning CEQ’s National Environmental Policy Act Regulations, 

(CEQ, 1981) 
• FTA’s Environmental Impact and Related Procedures, 23 CFR 771 
• Interim Guidance on MAP-21 Section 1319 Accelerated Decisionmaking in Environmental 

Reviews.  (FHWA/FTA, 2013)  
• National Environmetnal Policy Act, 42 U.S.C. § 4332 

 
 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 

                                                           
3 FTA would not use a combined FEIS/ROD where there are substantial changes to the preferred alternative 
or where FTA has identified significant new circumstances or information relevant to environmental concerns. 

http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=4100ce5e08bb9a222f14ea47e3b26ea1&mc=true&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40chapterV.tpl
http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:23%20section:139%20edition:prelim)
https://www.epa.gov/nepa/environmental-impact-statement-filing-guidance
https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/microsites/ceq/improving_nepa_efficiencies_06mar2012.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/microsites/ceq/improving_nepa_efficiencies_06mar2012.pdf
http://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/G-CEQ-40Questions.pdf
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title23/23cfr771_main_02.tpl
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/MAP21/guidance/guideaccdecer.cfm
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/MAP21/guidance/guideaccdecer.cfm
http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:42%20section:4332%20edition:prelim)


 

Title:  Documentation of Mitigation Commitments 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  12 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on capturing the mitigation commitments for impacts identified 
through the environmental review process.  
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
This guidance applies to the consideration, development, and documentation of commitments to 
mitigate adverse environmental and community impacts as assessed during the environmental review 
process.  Per 40 CFR 1508.20, mitigation includes: 

• Avoiding an impact by not taking a certain action or parts of an action; 
• Minimizing an impact by limiting the degree or magnitude of the action and its implementation; 
• Rectifying an impact by repairing, rehabilitating, or restoring the affected environment; 
• Reducing or eliminating an impact over time, through preservation and maintenance operations 

during the life of the action; and, 
• Compensating for an impact by replacing or providing substitute resources or environments. 

 
FTA considers mitigation measures for all adversely affected resources and communities identified as 
part of the environmental review process for proposed projects.  For resources that do not have a 
specific mitigation requirement, FTA may still recommend project sponsors mitigate adverse 
environmental effects to comply with the intent of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), which 
may also streamline the environmental review process by alleviating public controversy and/or shorten 
the consultation process with other resource agencies. 
 
This SOP is applicable to all levels of environmental review as FTA documents mitigation commitments 
in the categorical exclusion (CE) determination, finding of no significant impact (FONSI), combined final 
environmental impact statement/record of decision (FEIS/ROD), FEIS (23 CFR 771.133), or re-evaluation.  
Grants are made conditional on the performance of these commitments.    
 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff is responsible for managing the environmental review process.  FTA Regional staff is 
also responsible for tracking and monitoring mitigation commitments following completion of the 
environmental review process as part of the grant oversight process, while the actual responsibility for 
performing the mitigation usually lies with the applicant.   
 
The Office of Chief Counsel (TCC) reviews mitigation that is a condition of the FTA grant, and that 
function is usually assigned to the Regional Counsel.  Regional Counsel also provides advice on whether 
the mitigation is an eligible expense. 
 
FTA Headquarters staff in the Office of Environmental Programs (TPE-30) and TCC may advise on 
mitigation commitments for a particular project when the Region requests assistance. 
 



 

4. Standard Procedures 
 
4.1. Regulations/guidance.  Regional staff should review the proposed project to ensure compliance 

with all relevant environmental requirements identified in the environmental review process as 
well as adequacy and reasonableness of mitigation commitments.  Most environmental laws 
require the consideration of mitigation of adverse environmental or community impacts.  But 
the statutory and regulatory directives on the consideration of mitigation are not all the same, 
and FTA may suggest mitigation for impacts when there are no statutory or regulatory directives 
in place to meet the intent of NEPA and/or streamline the environmental review process.   
 

The mitigation measures should be clearly identified in environmental documents as well as in 
the grant.  In addition, Regional staff should ensure the proposed mitigation measures are 
allowable FTA expenses.  For example, FTA is prohibited from awarding funding to pay for 
incremental costs of incorporating art or non-functional landscaping into facilities (49 U.S.C § 
5323(h)(2)).  In order for landscaping to be considered “functional,” it would need to be done to 
offset a particular environmental impact.    

 
4.2. Content and structure of mitigation measures.  Consistent with CEQ guidance on mitigation 

and monitoring, FTA Regional staff should ensure that the environmental document clearly 
identifies the impact(s) to be mitigated and carefully specifies any relied-upon mitigation “in 
terms of measureable performance standards or expected results, so as to establish clear 
performance expectations” (“Appropriate Use of Mitigation and Monitoring and Clarifying the 
Appropriate Use of Mitigated Findings of No Significant Impact,” 2011).  FTA Regional staff 
should also recommend as a mitigation measure, particularly for complex projects, that a 
project sponsor identify specific individuals early in the design process as responsible for making 
sure mitigation measures are incorporated into the project.  Lastly, FTA Regional staff should 
ensure that timing of the mitigation measures is addressed.   
 

Regional staff should also ensure that mitigation commitments are not overly detailed.  Instead, 
these may be written to allow the project sponsor some flexibility to develop a tailored solution 
to an overall goal.  This is consistent with CEQ guidance allowing for adaptive management in 
mitigation, and is particularly important when the project sponsor does not have the ultimate 
responsibility or authority to approve or implement the mitigation measure (e.g., a project 
sponsor may identify and commit to funding traffic-related improvements around new stations, 
but often city or State departments of transportation have the ultimate authority on how traffic 
intersections are configured).  Similarly, environmental documents should list the permits that 
will need to be obtained by the project sponsor and provide evidence that the project sponsor 
will be able to obtain a needed permit, but should avoid providing overly specific mitigation 
commitments to allow for some flexibility during final design.  Prior to publishing environmental 
documents with mitigation measures, FTA Regional staff should recommend that the project 
sponsor have an individual with appropriate transportation construction experience review the 
mitigation measures so that the proposed measures are practical and enforceable during 
construction. 

 
4.3. Detail of mitigation measures in environmental documents.  FTA makes grants conditional on 

the performance of mitigation commitments outlined in the environmental document.  The 
project sponsor is responsible for implementing the identified mitigation measures, because 



 

they are commitments made as part of the Federal project.  Information below addresses the 
different levels of detail for mitigation measures in different levels of environmental documents.   
 

4.3.1. Draft Environmental Impact Statements (DEIS).  In a DEIS, it is appropriate to discuss 
a number of alternative strategies for mitigating an adverse impact.  For example, a DEIS 
may consider quiet zones, noise walls, alignments variations, vehicle skirts, etc., to mitigate 
noise impacts.  The effectiveness of each measure in reducing or eliminating the impacts, 
the cost, and any additional impacts (e.g., right-of-way acquisition) should be presented. 

 
4.3.2. Final Environmental Impact Statements (FEIS).  After taking into account mitigation-
related comments by the public and other agencies on the DEIS, FTA should incorporate 
mitigation into the preferred alternative presented in the FEIS.  The FEIS should present the 
mitigation measures as commitments as specified in 23 CFR 771.109(b) and in 23 U.S.C. § 
139(c)(4).  Occasionally, comments on the FEIS result in FTA’s inclusion in the ROD of 
additional mitigation not fully described in the FEIS.1  Please see below for information in 
the ROD and combined FEIS/ROD.   

 
4.3.3. Combined FEIS/ROD.  The FEIS must contain a detailed description of mitigation 
measures.  RODs should include a summary of the mitigation measures incorporated into 
the project [23 CFR 771.127(a)], but should reference the FEIS for a more detailed 
description of the mitigation measures.  The mitigation summary in the ROD is presented in 
the form of an attached summary table that is subsequently used by the FTA Regional 
oversight office and the project management oversight contractor (PMOC) to monitor 
compliance during final design and construction.   

 
4.3.4. Environmental Assessments (EA)/FONSI.  Mitigation measures are included in the EA: 
(1) to satisfy other environmental laws and requirements; (2) to avoid, minimize, rectify, 
reduce, or compensate for potentially significant adverse environmental impacts that would 
otherwise require full review in an EIS and/or, (3) to mitigate potentially non-significant 
impacts.  FTA can use proposed mitigation measures of potentially significant adverse 
environmental impacts within the EA to issue a “mitigated FONSI.”  When FTA issues a 
FONSI based on the incorporation of mitigation into the project, CEQ recommends in its 
mitigation and monitoring guidance that FTA specify which mitigation measures reduce an 
environmental impact below a significant level (CEQ, 2011).2  Additionally, the draft FONSI 
must be available for public review for 30 days before FTA makes any final determination on 
whether to prepare an EIS or proceed with the FONSI (40 CFR 1501.4(e)(2)).  Mitigation 
measures outlined in the FONSI become binding and must be implemented by the project 
sponsor. 

 
4.3.5. Categorical Exclusion (CE).  CEs sometimes include mitigation measures, such as 
measures/conditions/best practices to avoid and/or minimize impacts that do not warrant 

                                                           
1 This process is only available when a project releases two separate documents for the FEIS and ROD.  Separate 
publication of FEIS and ROD documents is only allowed when the project meets the conditions outlined in 23 U.S.C. 
§139(n). 
2 If the project sponsor does not fulfill these specific mitigation commitments, there could be NEPA compliance 
implications, such as requiring a re-evaluation or a new environmental review. 

http://www.fta.dot.gov/documents/NEPA_reg_clean(1).pdf
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/USCODE-2010-title23/pdf/USCODE-2010-title23-chap1-sec139.pdf
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/USCODE-2010-title23/pdf/USCODE-2010-title23-chap1-sec139.pdf
http://www.fta.dot.gov/documents/NEPA_reg_clean(1).pdf


 

consideration of alternative sites.  Examples may include the following, which is not meant 
to be an exhaustive list: 

• Stipulations in a Section 106 Agreement; 
• The mitigation or enhancements needed to support a Section 4(f) de minimis impact 

determination; 
• Designing a bus maintenance facility so the building itself stands between the noise-

generating maintenance activities and nearby noise-sensitive receptors, and blocks 
the noise; or 

• Construction practices that limit the generation of dust and stormwater runoff 
during the construction of a transit facility on a brownfield. 

 
4.4. Mitigation contingent upon further, post-NEPA analysis.  There may be situations where 

compliance with all applicable environmental requirements and consultations and the 
associated mitigation commitments cannot be completed in time for inclusion in the decision 
document. In these instances, “the final EIS or FONSI should document compliance with 
requirements of all applicable environmental laws, Executive orders, and other related 
requirements.  If full compliance is not possible by the time the final EIS or FONSI is prepared, 
the final EIS or FONSI should reflect consultation with the appropriate agencies and provide 
reasonable assurance that the requirements will be met…” (23 CFR 771.133).  The decision to 
publish a decision document in this state should be considered carefully on a case-by-case basis 
by Regional staff and in consultation with the Regional Counsel. 

 
4.5. Mitigation monitoring.  FTA Regional staff is responsible for mitigation monitoring after the 

environmental review process.  FTA’s monitoring of the implementation of the mitigation 
commitments during final design and construction is addressed in many FTA Circulars.  Changes 
in mitigation during final design and construction may require a re-evaluation or supplemental 
environmental review.  For example, if substantial changes to the mitigation measure or findings 
are made after a ROD, a revised ROD shall be subject to review, per 23 CFR 771.127. 

 
5. References 

• Efficient environmental reviews for project decisionmaking, 23 U.S.C. § 139 
• Appropriate Use of Mitigation and Monitoring and Clarifying the Appropriate Use of Mitigated 

Findings of No Significant Impact,  (CEQ, 2011) 
• CEQ regulations implementing NEPA, 40 CFR parts 1500-1508 
• FTA Environmental Impact and Related Procedures, 23 CFR part 771 
• Full Funding Grant Agreement Guidance, FTA Circular 5200.1A 
• Grant Management Requirements, FTA Circular 5010.1D  
• FTA Award Management Requirements (proposed), FTA Circular 5010.1E 
• FTA’s Project Management Oversight regulations, 49 CFR part 633 
• Section 4(f) regulations, 23 CFR 774 
• Section 106 regulations, 36 CFR part 800 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 

http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:23%20section:139%20edition:prelim)
https://ceq.doe.gov/current_developments/docs/Mitigation_and_Monitoring_Guidance_14Jan2011.pdf
https://ceq.doe.gov/current_developments/docs/Mitigation_and_Monitoring_Guidance_14Jan2011.pdf
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=7d9b8673e382227bd8a488d19973176b&mc=true&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40chapterV.tpl
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title23/23cfr771_main_02.tpl
http://www.fta.dot.gov/legislation_law/12349_4119.html
http://www.fta.dot.gov/legislation_law/12349_8640.html
https://www.transit.dot.gov/regulations-and-guidance/fta-circulars/proposed-award-management-requirements
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=80e934c84848224657103bbaa4117f4b&mc=true&node=pt49.7.633&rgn=div5
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title23/23cfr774_main_02.tpl
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title36/36cfr800_main_02.tpl


 

Title: Findings of No Significant Impact 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  13 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on preparing an FTA finding of no significant impact (FONSI), in 
compliance with the Council on Environmental Quality’s (CEQ) National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 
implementing regulations (40 CFR parts 1500-1508) and the FHWA/FTA environmental impact 
regulations (23 CFR part 771). 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
The FONSI is a document in which FTA briefly explains the reasons why, based on the results of an 
environmental assessment (EA), an action will not have a significant effect on the human environment 
and, therefore, why an environmental impact statement (EIS) will not be prepared (40 CFR 1508.13). 
 
If FTA determines that a project not determined to qualify for a categorical exclusion would not 
significantly affect the quality of the human environment, a FONSI would constitute the final stage of 
the NEPA process for a project that was evaluated in an EA.  The FONSI is FTA’s environmental decision 
document for that project, but it does not commit FTA to approve any future grant request for the 
proposed project. 
 
3. Responsibilities 
After preparing an EA and allowing for public review, the FTA Regional Administrator (RA) determines 
whether a proposed project will significantly affect the quality of the human environment.  When the RA 
finds the project will not significantly affect the quality of the environment, the RA, or delegated staff, 
issues a signed FONSI.  The RA routinely consults with the Regional Counsel in making the 
determination. 
 
The Office of Chief Counsel (TCC) reviews the FONSI for legal sufficiency before the RA signs the 
document, and that function is usually assigned to the Regional Counsel. 
 
FTA Regional staff is responsible for overseeing the development of a FONSI and ensuring that the 
document meets all regulatory and statutory environmental requirements. 
 
4. Standard Procedures for Developing a FONSI 

 
4.1. Review public record.  Before preparing a FONSI, Regional staff should review: (1) the public 

and interagency comments on the EA, both written and transcribed from the public hearing, if 
one was held; (2) responses to the comments; and, (3) any revisions made to the EA in 
response to the comments, as appropriate.  Per 23 CFR 771.119(g), the project sponsor 
provides these materials to FTA, along with a recommendation for a FONSI, when no significant 
impacts are identified. 

 



 

4.2. Drafting the FONSI.  Regional staff may request the project sponsor prepare a draft FONSI for 
FTA review or prepare it internally. 

 
4.3. Content and format.  CEQ guidance provides the following direction regarding  FONSI content:  

“The finding itself need not be detailed, but must succinctly state the reasons for deciding that 
the action will have no significant environmental effects, and, if relevant, must show which 
factors were weighted most heavily in the determination.  In addition to this statement, the 
FONSI must include, summarize, or attach and incorporate by reference, the environmental 
assessment”  (CEQ, “Forty Most Asked Questions Concerning CEQ’s National Environmental 
Policy Act Regulations,” Question37(a), 1981).  The FONSI at a minimum should consist of a 
signed cover letter that contains the FTA finding attached to a document that provides a brief 
project description and all final decisions (e.g., selected alternative, mitigation measures) and 
findings. 

 
4.3.1.  Description of the project.  The FONSI should briefly describe the project, which may 
include brief summaries of the project need, alternatives considered, and public involvement, 
and should reference the EA for more information.   

 
4.3.2.  Brief Summary of environmental consequences and findings.  The FONSI should 
summarize the environmental impacts.  It should also identify all findings required by Federal 
environmental laws and executive orders, if not previously identified in the EA under 23 CFR 
771.119(g).  Findings may include: 

 
• Section 106 determination and any agreements (i.e., Memorandum of Agreement 

or Programmatic Agreement); 
• Section 4(f) finding; 
• Project-level air quality conformity (if the project is in an air quality nonattainment 

or maintenance area); and 
• Section 7 (Endangered Species Act) finding. 

 
4.3.3.  Description of mitigation measures.  The FONSI should describe the mitigation measures 
incorporated into the project, and can be discussed in text or attached in a mitigation 
monitoring table.  When FTA issues a FONSI based on the incorporation of mitigation into the 
project (i.e., mitigation commitments to avoid, minimize, rectify, reduce, or compensate for 
potentially significant adverse environmental impacts that would otherwise require full review 
in an EIS), the FONSI should specify that FTA is making the FONSI determination based on the 
incorporation of mitigation into the project.  If specific mitigation measures reduce an 
environmental impact below a “significant” level, it should be noted in the mitigation 
commitment discussion, as well; this notation will help FTA quickly determine later if a 
supplemental environmental document is needed should changes to the proposed mitigation 
occur.  Lastly, when relying upon the mitigation to support a FONSI, it is especially important to 
monitor the mitigation (CEQ final Greenhouse Gas/NEPA Guidance, 2016). 

 
4.3.4.  Responding to comments.  Regional staff may document responses to comments on the 
EA as part of the FONSI, but it is not required.  This can be in the form of an attachment to the 
FONSI that summarizes the comments received and includes responses to those comments, or 
in the text of the FONSI.  All comments and responses must be included in the project file, 
whether the responses to comments are part of the FONSI or not. 



 

 
4.4. Consider FTA funding source.  FTA only has a NEPA responsibility for FTA-funded projects.  

Regional staff should confirm that the project is eligible to receive Federal funding and has 
identified FTA formula or flex funds for the project, has applied for a discretionary grant 
program (e.g., TIGER), or the project sponsor has stated it will seek Capital Investment Grant 
funds for the project prior to FONSI signature. 

 
4.5. Public review prior to FONSI signature.  When FTA issues a FONSI that would otherwise require 

full review in an EIS (e.g., the action is found in 23 CFR 771.115(a)), the draft FONSI must be 
available for public review for 30 days before FTA makes any final determination on whether to 
prepare an EIS or proceed with the FONSI (40 CFR 1501.4(e)(2)). 

 
4.6. Signature.  The Regional Administrator, or delegate, may sign the FONSI after a 30-day public 

review period of the EA.  The FONSI includes the date the finding was issued and the signature 
of the approving official. 

 
4.7. Notice and distribution.  Upon signature, Regional staff must provide a copy of the signed 

FONSI to the project sponsor, as the document must be available to the public from both FTA 
and the project sponsor (23 CFR 771.121(b)).  The Region should direct the project sponsor to 
send the required notice of availability of the FONSI to the parties identified in 23 CFR 
771.121(b).  The Region should also request that the EA and FONSI be posted on the project 
sponsor’s website and be maintained there until the project is open and operating (23 CFR 
771.111(i)(3)). 

 
4.8. Limitation of claims.  The FTA Regional Office should notify FTA’s Office of Environmental 

Programs (TPE-30) when the FONSI is signed so it can be included in the next Limitation on 
Claims notice for the Federal Register.  The publication of this notice will start the 150-day 
statute of limitations on challenges to the FONSI. 

 
4.8 Issuing FONSI on another agency’s EA.  If another Federal agency issues a FONSI on an action 

that includes an FTA-funded element, FTA evaluates the other agency's EA/FONSI to determine 
whether the FTA-funded element of the project and its environmental impacts have been 
adequately identified and assessed (23 CFR 771.121(c)).  If FTA determines that no significant 
environmental impact will result from the FTA-funded element, FTA will issue its own FONSI or 
categorical exclusion (CE), incorporating the other agency's EA/FONSI by reference.  If FTA 
determines that the environmental issues associated with the FTA-funded element of the 
project have not been adequately identified and assessed for purposes of FTA’s program, then 
FTA will require additional documentation (e.g., Section 4(f) evaluation) to satisfy FTA 
requirements prior to issuing a decision document or CE determination. 

 
4.9 Pre-award authority with issuance of FONSI.  The FONSI allows the project sponsor to incur 

certain project costs at its own financial risk, as detailed in the annual Apportionment Notice in 
the Federal Register. 

 
5. References 

• CEQ regulations implementing NEPA, 40 CFR parts 1500-1508 
• Executive Order 11988: Floodplain Management 

http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=4100ce5e08bb9a222f14ea47e3b26ea1&mc=true&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40chapterV.tpl
http://www.fema.gov/executive-order-11988-floodplain-management


 

• Executive Order 13690: Establishing a Federal Flood Risk Management Standard and a Process 
for Further Soliciting and Considering Stakeholder Input   

• Executive Order 11990: Protection of Wetlands 
• FTA’s Metropolitan Transportation Planning regulations, 23 CFR part 450 
• FTA’s Environmental Impact and Related Procedures, 23 CFR part 771 
• Section 4(f) regulations, 23 CFR part 774 
• Section 404(b)(1) guidelines, 40 CFR part 230 
• Transportation Conformity regulations, 40 CFR part 93 
• CEQ’s final guidance on Green House Gas Emissions/Climate Change Effects and NEPA (2016) 

 
 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 
 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/01/30/executive-order-establishing-federal-flood-risk-management-standard-and-
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/01/30/executive-order-establishing-federal-flood-risk-management-standard-and-
https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/guidebook/vol1/doc14u.pdf
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=cf5dff0a678ac308ac2b9014e77b9d0a&mc=true&node=pt23.1.450&rgn=div5
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=cf5dff0a678ac308ac2b9014e77b9d0a&mc=true&node=pt23.1.771&rgn=div5
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=cf5dff0a678ac308ac2b9014e77b9d0a&mc=true&node=pt23.1.774&rgn=div5
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=3e55a4234d9ab0e4fc2b9a04e1c6907e&mc=true&node=pt40.27.230&rgn=div5
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=3e55a4234d9ab0e4fc2b9a04e1c6907e&mc=true&node=pt40.22.93&rgn=div5
https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/whitehouse.gov/files/documents/nepa_final_ghg_guidance.pdf


 

Title:  Record of Decision 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  14 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on preparing a record of decision (ROD) for an environmental impact 
statement (EIS) on a proposed FTA project under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
This guidance focuses on traditional, stand-alone ROD documents issued after a final EIS (FEIS).  
Combined FEIS/ROD documents are discussed in SOP No. 10 (Managing Content, Review, and 
Distribution of Environmental Impact Statements).  The ROD is a concise public record of FTA’s decision. 
 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff is responsible for managing the environmental review process, which includes 
providing guidance to the project sponsor regarding ROD document development. 
 
The Office of Chief Counsel (TCC) is responsible for reviewing RODs or combined FEIS/RODs for legal 
sufficiency pursuant to 23 CFR 771.127(b) or 23 CFR 771.125(b), which is usually assigned to the 
Regional Counsel.  
 
The FTA Regional Administrator (RA) or designee must approve the ROD when satisfied that it complies 
with NEPA prior to its public distribution.  Approval will be made by signing and dating the ROD. 
 
4. Standard Procedures for Developing a ROD 

 
4.1. Review public record.  Before preparing a ROD, Regional staff should review: (a) any written 

public and interagency comments on the draft EIS (DEIS); (b) the responses to those comments; 
and, (c) the FEIS.  Note, FTA usually does not solicit comments on a FEIS, but comments may be 
received during the 30-day waiting period following EPA’s Federal Register notice of availability 
for the FEIS.  In some instances, public comment may be solicited on an FEIS to facilitate 
compliance with other requirements, such as a de minimis determination under Section 4(f). 

 
4.2. Content.  The Region must ensure that the ROD states FTA’s decision and presents the basis for 

the decision (i.e., all of the factors considered and how those factors entered into the decision).  
The ROD is FTA’s environmental decision document; it does not commit FTA to approve any 
future grant request for the proposed project. 

 
4.2.1.  Description of the project.  The ROD should briefly describe the project, which may 
include brief summaries of the project purpose and need. 
 
4.2.2.  Alternatives.  The ROD must identify: (1) all alternatives considered by FTA; (2) the 
NEPA selected alternative; and (3) the environmentally preferable alternative(s) (40 CFR 



 

1505.2).  If the selected alternative is also an environmentally preferable alternative, both 
aspects must be noted in the ROD. 

 
4.2.3.  Brief Summary of environmental impacts and findings.  The ROD should summarize 
the environmental impacts and identify all findings required by Federal environmental laws 
and executive orders in order to present a complete record, including: 

 
• Section 106 determination and any agreements (i.e., Memorandum of Agreement 

or Programmatic Agreement); 
• Project-level air quality conformity (if the project is in an air quality nonattainment 

or maintenance area);  
• Section 7 (Endangered Species Act) finding; and, 
• Any required Section 4(f) approval in accordance with 23 CFR 774, per 23 CFR 

771.127(a). 
 

4.2.4.  Mitigation.  Per 40 CFR 1505.2, the ROD must state whether all practicable means to 
avoid or minimize environmental harm have been adopted for the selected alternative, and 
if not, explain why they were not.  It should summarize the mitigation measures that will be 
incorporated into the project to comply with any applicable statute, regulation, or executive 
order (23 CFR 771.127(a)).  Additionally, if a monitoring plan is developed for a mitigation 
measure(s) (e.g., Section 404 or Section 106 compliance), it must be adopted (either 
through a corresponding agreement or the ROD), and summarized in the ROD (40 CFR 
1505.2). 
 
4.2.5.  Response to comments.  The ROD should respond to any new substantive comments 
received on the FEIS or supplemental environmental document, as appropriate.  A brief 
summary of comments and responses may appear in the body of the ROD or in an 
attachment to the ROD. 

 
4.3. Combined FEIS/ROD.  Per 23 U.S.C. § 139(n)(2),  FTA must, to the maximum extent possible, 

combine the FEIS and ROD into a single document, unless: (1) the FEIS makes substantial 
changes to the proposed action that are relevant to environmental or safety concerns; or (2) 
there is a significant new circumstance or information relevant to environmental concerns that 
bears on the proposed action or the impacts of the proposed action.  For more information on 
combined FEIS/ROD documents, see SOP No. 10:  Managing Content, Review, and Distribution 
of Environmental Impact Statements. 

 
4.4. Legal sufficiency.  The ROD must  be reviewed for legal sufficiency prior to signature (23 CFR 

771.125(b); 23 CFR 771.127(b)). 
 
4.5. Consider FTA funding source.  FTA only has NEPA responsibility for federally-funded projects.  

Regional staff should confirm that the project is eligible to receive Federal funding and has 
identified FTA formula or flex funds for the project, has applied for a discretionary grant 
program (e.g., TIGER), or the project sponsor has stated that it will seek Capital Investment 
Grant funds for the project prior to ROD signature. 

 
4.6. Date of issuance and signature.  The ROD must include the date the finding was issued and the 

signature of the RA or his/her designee.  The Region may complete and sign a ROD no sooner 



 

than 30 days after notice of publication of the FEIS in the Federal Register or 90 days after 
publication of a notice for the DEIS, whichever is later (23 CFR 771.127(a)). 

 
4.7. Notice and distribution.  Although not required unless FTA issues a revised or amended ROD 

(see 23 CFR 771.127(b)), the Region should request that the project sponsor make the signed 
ROD available to the public (e.g., posting to the project website). 

 
4.8. Limitation on Claims.  The FTA Regional Office should notify FTA’s Office of Environmental 

Programs (TPE-30) when the ROD is signed so it can be included in the next Limitation on Claims 
notice for the Federal Register.  The publication of this notice will start the 150-day statute of 
limitations on challenges to the ROD. 

 
4.9. Amended ROD.  Per 23 CFR 771.127(b), there are two cases when FTA may issue an amended 

ROD (called a “revised” ROD in the regulations): (1) to change the selected alternative or (2) to 
make substantial changes to the mitigation measures or findings discussed in the ROD.  If, after 
ROD signature, FTA wants to approve an alternative other than the one identified as the 
preferred alternative and the new preferred alternative was fully evaluated in the DEIS (in the 
case of a combined FEIS/ROD) or FEIS (in the case of a ROD issued separately from the FEIS), FTA 
can issue an amended ROD.  However, if the new preferred alternative was not fully evaluated, 
a supplemental EA or EIS may be needed.  If FTA amends a ROD, the Region must give notice 
and distribute the document to the extent practicable to all persons, organizations, and 
agencies that received a copy of the DEIS (in the case of a combined FEIS/ROD) or the FEIS (in 
the case of a ROD issued separately from the FEIS). 

 
4.10. Pre-award authority.  The ROD allows the project sponsor to incur certain project costs at its 

own financial risk, as detailed in the annual Apportionment Notice in the Federal Register. 
 
5. References 

• Air Quality Conformity Regulation, 40 CFR part 93 
• CEQ regulations implementing NEPA, 40 CFR parts 1500-1508 
• FTA’s Environmental Impact and Related Procedures, 23 CFR part 771 
• Section 4(f) regulations, 23 CFR part 774 
• Section 404(b)(1) guidelines, 40 CFR part 230 

 
 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 
 

http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40cfr93_main_02.tpl
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?gp=&SID=d3561e08447e2fae934a290e45a0517f&mc=true&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40chapterV.tpl
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title23/23cfr771_main_02.tpl
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=1dad91eefba283263ea8477ae9d06605&mc=true&node=pt23.1.774&rgn=div5
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40cfr230_main_02.tpl


 

Title:  Limitations on Claims 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  15 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on publishing a statute of limitations notification in the Federal 
Register, known as a Limitation on Claims (LOC) notice, announcing that FTA has taken a final agency 
action on a project, thereby limiting legal claims against that project. 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
This guidance applies to the processing of an LOC notice for an environmental decision, such as a final 
environmental impact statement/record of decision (FEIS/ROD), finding of no significant impact (FONSI), 
categorical exclusion (CE), or a re-evaluation. 
 
3. Responsibilities 
Regional staff is responsible for notifying FTA’s Office of Environmental Programs (TPE-30) of any 
environmental decision appropriate for inclusion in an LOC notice and providing detailed information on 
the decision for inclusion in the notice.  TPE-30 will then consult with the Office of Chief Counsel (TCC), 
as needed, in determining which decisions to include in the notice. 
 
TPE-30’s Office Director and TCC will review and approve the notice.  In addition, TPE-30 will notify FTA’s 
Office of Congressional Affairs (TCA) of the notice, if necessary.  TPE’s Associate Administrator, or 
designee, has final approval and signature authority for the notice. 
 
4. Standard Procedures 
 

4.1. Authority for Limitations on Claims notices.  Section 139(l) of title 23 of the U.S. Code provides 
that “a claim arising under Federal law seeking judicial review of a permit, license, or approval 
issued by a Federal agency for a highway or public transportation capital project shall be barred 
unless it is filed within 150 days after publication of a notice in the Federal Register announcing 
that the permit, license, or approval is final pursuant to the law under which the agency action is 
taken, unless a shorter time is specified in the Federal law pursuant to which judicial review is 
allowed.  Nothing in this subsection shall create a right to judicial review or place any limit on 
filing a claim that a person has violated the terms of a permit, license, or approval.” If no notice 
is published in the Federal Register, then the applicable statutory period for filing claims applies 
(i.e., usually six years). 
 

4.2. Identifying decision documents for the notice.  Regional staff should submit all decision 
documents to TPE-30 to include in a notice, including FEIS/RODs, RODs, amended RODs, FONSIs, 
amended FONSIs, potentially controversial CEs, and potentially controversial re-evaluations.  
The Region should ensure that the decision document clearly identifies the final agency actions 
(e.g., findings for Section 4(f), Section 106, and air quality conformity). 
 



 

Any decision document that the Region expects may be challenged through litigation should be 
submitted for inclusion in the notice.  The Region should provide some basic background 
project information to TPE-30 to help in its review and approval process of the notice.  If a 
project has faced a large amount of litigation already, it is often prudent to publish an LOC 
notice even for what may be viewed as a non-controversial re-evaluation of that project. 
 
For intermodal projects, FTA will typically publish an LOC notice separate from its partner 
agency (e.g., FHWA) if FTA issues a separate decision document for the project.  A single, joint 
notice may be appropriate in situations where agencies issue a joint decision document. 
 

4.3. Content for Limitations on Claims notice.  An LOC notice should include the transit project 
name, a brief description of the project, and the findings and determinations made by the 
Regional Administrator, including Section 4(f) determinations, Section 106 findings, air quality 
conformity determinations, and the name of the supporting environmental documentation for 
these findings and determinations. 
 

4.4. Section 508 compliance.  FTA is required to comply with Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act of 
1973 (29 U.S.C. § 794d) for all electronic documents it posts on its website, making that 
information accessible to people with disabilities.  Therefore, Regional staff must either: 

• Ensure that the environmental decision document that the Regional Office sends to TPE-
30 is posted on the project sponsor’s website, TPE-30 has a link to that website, and 
Regional staff have requested that the project sponsor retain its web-posting until the 
project is in operation (FTA’s recommended option); or 

• Send a Section 508-compliant electronic copy of the environmental decision document 
to TPE-30 for posting on FTA’s public website.  Documents should include appendices 
such as a mitigation table or Section 106 Memorandum of Agreement (all must be 508-
compliant). 

 
4.5. Approval and publication process. Prior to publication, an LOC notice is reviewed and approved 

by TPE-30’s Office Director, TCC, and TPE’s Associate Administrator.  TPE’s Associate 
Administrator has signature authority for the notice, but that authority may be delegated.  TCC 
staff responsible for submitting Federal Register notices then submits the notice for publication 
to the Office of the Federal Register. 

• TPE-30 will provide the Regional Office with the official Federal Register notice. 
• TPE-30 maintains a list of environmental decision documents on FTA’s public website.  A 

project remains on this web listing until it is in operation. 
 
5. References 

• Efficient environmental reviews for project decisionmaking, 23 U.S.C. § 139(l)(1) and (2) 
• Section 508 Law and Related Policies (see also 29 U.S.C. § 794d)  

 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 

http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:23%20section:139%20edition:prelim)
https://www.section508.gov/content/learn/laws-and-policies
http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:29%20section:794d%20edition:prelim)


 

Title:  Review and File Management of Categorical Exclusions 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  16 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1.  Purpose 
This document provides guidance on the review and processing of categorical exclusions (CEs) under the 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
This guidance applies to projects that qualify for a CE as detailed and defined under 23 CFR 771.118.  A 
CE  is a category of actions that do not typically result in individual or cumulative significant 
environmental effects or impacts.  The first type, known as “c-list” CEs (23 CFR 771.118(c)), normally 
require no more than an adequate description of the project in FTA’s online grant management system 
in terms of documentation.  The second type, known as “d-list” CEs (23 CFR 771.118(d)), generally 
require documentation beyond the project description to verify there are no significant environmental 
impacts associated with the project.  For more information regarding the application of individual CEs, 
see Guidance for Implementation of FTA’s Categorical Exclusions (23 C.F.R. 771.118) found on FTA’s 
website. 
 
3.  Responsibilities 
The FTA Regional Administrator is responsible for making the CE determination, though Regional 
Administrators may delegate responsibility for some or all CE determinations to FTA Regional staff. 
 
FTA Regional staff reviews the project and proposed CE determination to ensure the CE is appropriate 
and the project description/documentation is adequate, and to determine whether other environmental 
laws/requirements apply or unusual circumstances exist.  As part of this review, Regional staff  consult 
Regional Counsel when there are questions about the application of the CE or compliance questions 
concerning other environmental laws. 
 
The Office of Chief Counsel (TCC) reviews proposed CE determinations for legal sufficiency and that 
function is usually assigned to the Regional Counsel for that Region. 
 
4.  Standard Procedures 
 

4.1. Definition of CEs and determining CEs.  CEs are actions that do not individually or cumulatively 
have significant environmental effects or impacts and are excluded from the requirement to 
prepare an environmental assessment (EA) or environmental impact statement (EIS) when there 
are no unusual circumstances (40 CFR 1508.4, 23 CFR 771.118).   
 

4.2. Segmentation and CEs.  The scope of the action covered by a CE must meet the scope 
requirements in FTA’s environmental regulation to ensure an action is not impermissibly 
segmented (23 CFR 771.111(f)).  In order to avoid impermissible segmentation a project must 
demonstrate independent utility, connect logical termini, and not restrict consideration of 
alternatives.  This does not prohibit the construction of a transportation facility in phases. 



 

 
4.3. Processing CEs. 

 
4.3.1.  C-list CEs (23 CFR 771.118(c)).  The c-list CEs require an adequate description of the 
project so FTA Regional staff can verify that the CE applies and that other environmental 
requirements are met; this normally occurs through a review of the grant application.  
Projects approved as c-list CEs must fit the description and conditions of, or be similar 
enough to, what is outlined in the specific CE’s language.  FTA Regional staff should ensure 
that the description in FTA’s online grant management system is sufficient to support the CE 
determination.  There should be enough documentation to determine there are not unusual 
circumstances that would prohibit the use of the CE.  If the project could be approved under 
more than one of the CEs, Regional staff  will identify or verify which CE is most appropriate.  
In some instances, documentation will be needed to show there are no unusual 
circumstances that would make the use of the CE inappropriate (e.g., where a project 
description would lead staff to otherwise believe that an unusual circumstance, such as 
demolition of a historic property, might be involved).      

 
If at any point the original description or revised description of the project indicates that it 
does not fit within one of the c-list CEs, FTA must reassess the project as a d-list CE or 
evaluate it in an EA or EIS, as appropriate. 

 
4.3.2.  D-list CEs (23 CFR 771.118(d)).  A d-list CE normally requires documentation to verify 
the application of a CE is appropriate (i.e., the action meets the criteria established in 
section 771.118(a) and (b));  generally  this means documentation beyond what is described 
in the grant application in FTA’s online grant management system.  The extent of that 
documentation will vary depending on the project, but d-list CEs require documentation 
sufficient to ensure that no significant environmental impact will result and that no unusual 
circumstance is present.  The level of documentation needed for these purposes varies and 
depends on the type and severity of impacts that may result, varying from a few paragraphs 
describing the project to multiple pages with graphics.  Typically, the documentation would 
describe the project, its location and existing conditions, and demonstrate there will be no 
significant impact to the natural or built environment as a result of the project. 

 
4.3.3.  CE worksheets/templates.  Regional offices may provide project sponsors with 
worksheets or templates to assist in determining whether a CE is the appropriate class of 
action for a project.  The templates are tools to help demonstrate that FTA considered 
potential environmental impacts and are generally more appropriate for d-list CEs.  In 
general, the narrative documentation for CEs should be brief and can reference a more 
detailed technical study on a particular environmental topic, if necessary.  This should 
include documents useful to decision-makers that (1) focus on issues pertinent to the 
question of environmental importance; and (2) support the determination that there is no 
potential for a significant environmental impact. 

 
4.4. Coordination for CEs.  Some level of general consultation with other agencies may be 

appropriate for a CE.  For example, when other environmental laws apply to a project, Regional 
staff may need to consult with other agencies regarding the specific environmental impacts to 
ensure compliance with the other requirements.  Note, it is best to initiate coordination before 
submitting the grant.  



 

 
FTA Regional staff determines the need for coordination and records the coordination in the 
project file (e.g., when it took place and what resulted).  Documenting coordination may be as 
simple as including a short note in the project file or grant application.  Other examples of 
interagency coordination often appropriate with a CE include: 
 

• Consultation with the State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO), pursuant to Section 
106, regarding the eligibility and effects to historic resources within the Area of 
Potential Effects for projects that have the potential to cause effects on historic 
properties (note this coordination also supports Section 4(f) compliance for applicable 
historic resources); 

• Consultation with park or wildlife refuge officials, pursuant to Section 4(f), with an 
opportunity for public involvement for de minimis determinations; 

• Consultation with the appropriate State environmental agency on the appropriate 
remediation and construction techniques for a project on a brownfield site; 

• Consultation with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers on the applicability of a Section 404 
nationwide permit; or, 

• Consultation with other DOT modes when the project may involve the use of funds or 
approvals of another mode. 

 
4.5. Consider FTA funding source.  FTA only has a NEPA responsibility for Federally-funded projects.  

Regional staff should confirm that the project is eligible to receive Federal funding and has 
identified FTA formula or flex funds for the project, has applied for a discretionary grant 
program (e.g., TIGER), or the project sponsor has stated that it will seek Capital Investment 
Grant funds.   
 

4.6. Issuing a CE determination.  When a Regional office issues a CE determination for a project, it 
represents FTA’s final agency NEPA action.  Therefore, if a Section 106, Section 4(f) or other 
finding/determination is required, it needs to be completed prior to issuance of the CE.  
Additionally, before FTA may complete NEPA for the project, it must satisfy applicable 
transportation conformity requirements (40 CFR part 93). 
 

4.7. Pre-award authority.  The CE determination by FTA may provide the project sponsor with pre-
award authority to incur certain project costs before grant award and at its own financial risk, as 
detailed in the annual Apportionment Notice in the Federal Register, and found on FTA’s public 
website.   As a c-list CE may be treated differently from a d-list CE under pre-award authority, 
FTA recommends reading the latest apportionment notice for guidance. 
 

4.8. Public availability of CEs.  CE documentation is not required to be made available to the public 
but would be released in response to a request under the Freedom of Information Act, and may 
be made available when complying with other environmental laws that have their own public 
involvement requirements (e.g., Section 106). 
 

4.9.  Limitation on Claims notices.  CE determinations are not normally included in FTA’s “Limitation 
on Claims” notices in the Federal Register.  In the rare instance where the Region anticipates a 
legal challenge to the CE determination, the Region should notify FTA Headquarters’ Office of 
Environmental Programs (TPE-30).  The FTA Regional Office should notify TPE-30 prior to making 
the CE determination so that it can be included in the next Limitation on Claims notice for the 



 

Federal Register in these limited cases.  The notice will start the 150-day statute of limitations 
on challenges to the CE determination. 

5. References 
• CEQ regulations implementing NEPA, 40 CFR 1508.4 
• FTA’s Environmental Impact and Related Procedures, 23 CFR part 771.118 and 23 CFR 771.111(f) 
• FTA Guidance on CEs 
• Section 4(f) regulations, 23 CFR part 774 
• Transportation Conformity regulations, 40 CFR part 93 
• Section 106 regulations, 36 CFR part 800 

 
 
 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 
 

http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=86ddc056c93642f91f87815c08703145&mc=true&node=se40.33.1508_14&rgn=div8
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/retrieveECFR?gp=1&SID=86ddc056c93642f91f87815c08703145&ty=HTML&h=L&mc=true&r=SECTION&n=se23.1.771_1118
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=c2f5c073e8caed00ad0cfa9acf720443&mc=true&node=se23.1.771_1111&rgn=div8
http://www.fta.dot.gov/12347_15129.html
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/retrieveECFR?gp=1&SID=86ddc056c93642f91f87815c08703145&ty=HTML&h=L&mc=true&r=PART&n=pt23.1.774
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40cfr93_main_02.tpl
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/retrieveECFR?gp=1&SID=86ddc056c93642f91f87815c08703145&ty=HTML&h=L&mc=true&n=pt36.3.800&r=PART


 

Title:  Re-Evaluations and Supplemental Documents 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  17 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on re-evaluations and supplemental documents.  The purpose of a re-
evaluation is to determine whether a completed environmental document or decision requires 
supplemental analysis. 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
This guidance applies to the re-evaluation and supplementation of National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA) analyses and decisions, as described in 23 CFR 771.129 and 771.130.  This document addresses 
categorical exclusions (CEs); environmental assessments (EAs); environmental impact statements (EISs); 
findings of no significant impact (FONSIs); records of decision (RODs); draft environmental impact 
statements (DEISs); final environmental impact statement (FEIS)/RODs; stand-alone environmental 
studies; and supplemental EISs and EAs. 
 
3. Responsibilities 
The FTA Regional Administrator, in coordination with the project sponsor, is responsible for determining 
the need for a re-evaluation and/or supplemental documentation.  This includes informing co-lead 
agencies of the re-evaluation, determining whether supplemental analysis is necessary, and 
documenting all decisions.  The Regional Administrator has discretion for the timing and scope of a re-
evaluation1 and supplemental document. 
 
Regional staff, working closely with the project sponsor, will identify the project changes (specifically, 
their environmental implications) and, together with the Regional Counsel, will evaluate the impact of 
the proposed changes. 
 
The project sponsor has a responsibility to inform the Regional Office whether there are project changes 
that could result in new significant environmental effects. 
 
4. Standard Procedures for Re-evaluations 

 
4.1. Definition.  A re-evaluation is an independent review by FTA of any proposed change in an 

action, affected environment, anticipated impact, or mitigation measure.  It is a continuation of 
the project development process and can occur at any point after completion of the project’s 
environmental document.  A re-evaluation may be done via consultation or in writing; however, 
all re-evaluations should be documented in the project file. 
 

4.2. When a re-evaluation is triggered.  There are three circumstances that trigger a re-evaluation: 
 

                                                      
1 Except when required by 23 CFR 771.129. 



 

4.2.1.  Changes to the project (implicit within 23 CFR 771.129).  This applies to all 
completed environmental documents or decisions.  Project changes can occur at any time in 
project development.2  Possible project changes may include, but are not limited to: 
changes in project engineering/design and construction (e.g., shifting a project footprint, 
adjusting visual elements of a facility, or changing the timing of construction); changes to 
the environmental setting/circumstances (e.g., designation of a new threatened or 
endangered species, changes in laws and regulations, or availability of new information); or 
changes to environmental commitments – avoidance, minimization, and/or mitigation (e.g., 
replacing an identified mitigation activity with a different one or discovering that a 
mitigation activity is not feasible). 
 
4.2.2.  Project sponsor requests award or other project approval (23 CFR 771.129(c)).  
After the environmental review process is complete, the project sponsor must consult with 
FTA prior to requesting any grant award or other approval of the project (e.g., moving into 
engineering/design, acquisition, or construction).  Grant awards and amendments 
sometimes, but not always, signify changes to the project that may require a re-evaluation.  
Under 23 CFR 771.129(c), the project sponsor must consult with FTA to determine whether 
the approved environmental document or CE designation remains valid.  When FTA reviews 
a grant application and awards a grant, FTA is affirming the environmental 
documentation/findings associated with that grant award is valid. 
 
4.2.3.  Three-year time period has passed (23 CFR 771.129(a) and (b)).  This applies to EISs 
only. 
 

• DEIS.  This section applies when a project sponsor has not submitted an acceptable 
FEIS to FTA within three years of the DEIS and the project sponsor is actively seeking 
to move forward with the project.  Under this scenario, the project sponsor in 
concert with FTA must prepare a written re-evaluation.  Based on the re-evaluation, 
Regional staff would decide whether the analysis in the DEIS appropriately reflects 
the environmental effects and, if it does not, whether to supplement the DEIS or 
prepare a new DEIS.  The FEIS may document this decision. 

 
• FEIS.  This applies when no major steps have been taken on the project within three 

years after approval of its FEIS, FEIS supplement, or last major FTA approval (e.g., 
award of a grant) and the project sponsor is actively seeking to move forward with a 
project.  A written re-evaluation of the FEIS is required.  The project sponsor or FTA 
may draft it; FTA needs to adopt the final document as an agency document.  The 
re-evaluation should consider the entire project and all current environmental 
requirements to determine whether the existing FEIS remains valid. 

 
4.3. Documenting a re-evaluation.  The Regional Office should document the re-evaluation in the 

project file; the written format is at the Regional Administrator’s discretion.  Documentation 
should be commensurate with the project change and associated environmental impacts, 
potential for controversy, and length of time since the last environmental action.  

                                                      
2 Changes prior to publication of an EA or DEIS should be included in the analysis and not trigger a re-evaluation. 



 

Documentation can be simple, like an email exchange or a memo to the project file, or 
comprehensive, like a multi-page technical memo complete with attachments. 
 
For the simplest and least environmentally intrusive projects (e.g., CEs), re-evaluations should 
succinctly verify whether the scope of the project remains essentially the same, address any 
changes to the project and resulting impacts to natural, cultural, or social resources, and 
determine whether the prior environmental document remains valid. 
 
For more complex or controversial projects, additional analysis may be required to support a 
conclusion that there are no new significant impacts and that the prior environmental document 
remains valid for the requested action or next phase of the project.  These additional analyses 
may be incorporated by reference into the re-evaluation documentation or the supplemental 
document, if one is appropriate. 
 
Based on the project change and associated impacts, the following additional points should 
guide the documentation: 
 

• It should explain why the re-evaluation was done.  Changes in setting, circumstance, or 
design should be clearly articulated and contrasted with the original project.  The 
purpose and need of the proposed change should also be clear.  
 

• It should focus on the project changes and whether the changes affect the 
environmental impacts, as identified in the original environmental document.3 
 

• It may include tables, maps, charts, and graphics to communicate the changes. 
 

• It should not include aspects unaffected by the project changes.  Other project 
information/details can be incorporated by reference or briefly summarized if needed. 
 

• It should include a specific FTA determination.  This determination may be in a separate 
document and attached to the re-evaluation or FTA may “concur” (via a concurrence 
signature line) on a re-evaluation document prepared by the project sponsor. 

 
4.4. Outcomes of a re-evaluation.  There are three possible outcomes for a re-evaluation: 

 
• Decision not to prepare a supplemental document.  The decision not to prepare a 

supplemental document is a determination that the previous document/finding (CE, 
EA/FONSI, EIS/ROD) is still valid; 
 

• Preparation of a supplemental EIS.  (See Section 5.2); or 
 

• Preparation of a supplemental EA.  (See Section 5.3). 
 

                                                      
3 Consider both the intensity and type of impacts.  That is, would the changes cause impacts that are different in 
kind or in magnitude from those contemplated in the prior NEPA finding? 



 

4.5. Re-evaluation of a CE.  Because CEs are so prevalent, they are subject to the greatest number 
of re-evaluations.  However, their re-evaluations are the least complex and documentation may 
be minimal.  A re-evaluation of a CE should include a brief project description, provide a clear 
reason for proposed change, identify the proposed changes and potential environmental 
impacts, and state why the CE designation remains valid.  A re-evaluation of a CE that 
determines the CE designation is no longer valid would result in either a new CE, an EA, or an 
EIS, depending on the circumstances with the particular project. 

 
4.6. Packaging of re-evaluations.  To the extent possible, and to avoid segmentation, Regional staff 

should consolidate project changes into as few re-evaluations as possible.  In packaging re-
evaluations, it matters less where project changes are occurring along a project alignment than 
when the need for the change is known.  Additionally, each re-evaluation should consider the 
cumulative effects of any previous re-evaluation. 

 
4.7. Public circulation of a re-evaluation.  A re-evaluation does not require public circulation.4  It is 

generally treated as part of the project file.  The Regional Office may circulate the re-evaluation 
or rely upon the project sponsor’s public involvement process, if warranted (e.g., for a 
controversial project), though this is rare.5 

 
4.8. Agency consultation.  While there is no regulatory requirement for FTA to coordinate with 

other agencies during a re-evaluation, it is good practice and may expedite project delivery.  
Depending on the affected environmental resource, Regional staff and the project sponsor 
should identify the applicable cooperating and participating agencies to the original 
environmental document to determine who should be consulted during the re-evaluation 
process.  For example, if a re-evaluation involves new or additional impacts to wetlands, then 
coordination with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers would be appropriate. 

 
4.9. FTA oversight of mitigation commitments (post-NEPA).  Changes to mitigation commitments 

are like any other project change.  They require a re-evaluation to assess their effects (capture 
the change to the commitment and assess its impact) and should follow the re-evaluation 
process described above.  FTA may need to monitor mitigation commitments, beyond its 
general oversight of the project, if provided for by the environmental document or an 
agreement signed by FTA, such as a programmatic agreement, memorandum of understanding, 
etc.  For more information, see Grants A to Z SOP, TPM C.1.6., Environmental Mitigation 
Monitoring.  

 
4.10. Legal considerations.  The courts view a re-evaluation as a legitimate tool for determining 

whether an existing environmental document needs to be supplemented.  A re-evaluation is not 
a supplemental environmental document (i.e., supplemental EIS or EA).  If a supplemental 
document is required, a re-evaluation cannot be used.  Although there is no required format for 
a re-evaluation, the Region should complete it in accordance with FTA’s procedures, it must take 
a “hard look” at any changed circumstances or new information, and it must be completed prior 
to a project decision being made.  The Regional Counsel should be consulted throughout the 

                                                      
4 Note that public involvement requirements of related laws (e.g., Section 4(f), Section 106, etc.) still apply. 
5 For example, a shift in alignment for the Sugar House Streetcar in the Salt Lake City area affected many property 
owners.  The re-evaluation was posted on the project sponsor’s website with a notice mailed to property owners. 



 

process and additional consultation with the Office of Chief Counsel may be warranted in 
preparing a re-evaluation if the Region anticipates litigation. 

 
4.11. Limitation on Claims notices.  FTA provides notice via the Federal Register of final 

environmental actions, including certain re-evaluations.  This starts the 150-day period (i.e., the 
“statute of limitations”) during which someone can bring a lawsuit against FTA to challenge the 
environmental compliance of the project.  The action for which FTA provides notice is a FTA 
determination that neither a supplemental EIS nor a supplemental EA is necessary.  The 
Limitation on Claims notice lists the supporting documentation.  If FTA publishes a Limitation on 
Claims notice, then the re-evaluation is often in the form of a technical memorandum.  The 
notice does not alter or extend the limitation period for project decisions previously published in 
the Federal Register (i.e., the notice does not open the entire project for legal claims).  If a 
Limitation on Claims notice is done for a re-evaluation, FTA’s policy is to provide the referenced 
document and supporting documents to the public via FTA’s or the project sponsor’s website.  
(See SOP No. 15 for more information.) 

 
5. Standard Procedures for Supplemental Documents 

 
5.1. Supplemental documentation.  When a re-evaluation indicates supplemental review is 

warranted due to significant, or potentially significant, new impacts, the Regional Office and 
project sponsor should prepare a supplemental EIS or EA.  Supplemental documents should 
focus on the impacts of the new information.  Impact areas or project elements that are 
unchanged do not need to be addressed in the supplemental document, but instead can be 
incorporated by reference. 
 

• Supplemental EIS (40 CFR 1502.9(c)(4)).  Regional staff and the project sponsor must 
prepare, circulate, and file a supplement to an EIS in the same fashion as a draft and 
FEIS, though scoping is not required.  The supplemental EIS should focus on the 
environmental impacts that have changed because of the project changes. 

 
• Supplemental EA (23 CFR 771.130(c)).  A supplemental EA should focus solely on the 

project change.  A supplemental EA can supplement a previous EA, FEIS, or other 
supplemental document.  Findings should be included in the project file. 

 
5.2. When a supplemental EIS is triggered (23 CFR 771.130). 
 

• A supplemental EIS is needed when (1) changes to the proposed action would result in 
significant environmental impacts that were not evaluated in the EIS; or (2) new 
information or circumstances relevant to environmental concerns and bearing on the 
proposed action or its impacts would result in significant environmental impacts not 
evaluated in the EIS. 

 
• A supplemental EIS is not necessary when the changes to the proposed action, new 

information, or new circumstances result in a lessening of adverse environmental 
impacts evaluated in the EIS without causing other environmental impacts that are 
significant and were not evaluated in the EIS. 

 



 

5.3. When a supplemental EA is triggered (23 CFR 771.130(c)).  When the Region is uncertain of the 
significance of new impacts, it may choose to do a supplemental EA.  Either the result will be a 
determination that the new impacts are not significant and do not warrant a supplemental EIS 
or new EIS, or that the new impacts are significant and require a supplemental EIS.  These 
findings should be documented in an amended decision document. 

 
5.4. Supplemental EIS vs. initiating a new environmental review process. 
 

• For projects where a DEIS was published prior to the enactment of SAFETEA-LU, and a 
FEIS has not been published, a new environmental review process should be initiated as 
opposed to publishing a Supplemental EIS due to the amount of time that has passed. 

 
• Where substantial time has passed since publication of a FEIS, FEIS supplemental 

analysis, or ROD, a new environmental review process should be initiated rather than 
continued from an older project.  Due to changes to FTA’s environmental review process 
in recent years, the project may be eligible for a lower class of action or may be 
streamlined in other ways. 

 
• FTA should avoid publishing an environmental document or issuing a decision when the 

agency is aware that imminent changes to the project warrant supplemental analysis.  
This will likely save time and reduce confusion. 

 
5.5. Decision documents.  The chart below presents the outcomes resulting from Supplemental EISs 

and EAs depending on the class of action and timing of the supplemental analysis. 
 

Initial Class of 
Action  

Timing of Supplemental  Type of Supplemental 
Document 

Next Step/ Decision document 

EIS 

Supplemental document 
required after DEIS, 
before FEIS 

supplemental DEIS 
Prepare FEIS/ROD 

supplemental EA 

Supplemental document 
required after ROD 

supplemental EA  Amend the ROD with language 
finding no significant impact* 

supplemental DEIS Prepare supplemental 
FEIS/amended ROD 

Supplemental document 
required after FEIS, 
before ROD (in those rare 
circumstances where no 
combined FEIS/ROD) 

supplemental DEIS Prepare supplemental 
FEIS/ROD 

supplemental EA Issue a ROD with language 
finding no significant impact* 

EA Supplemental document 
after EA is published, 

supplemental EA Prepare FONSI* 



 

before FONSI 

Supplemental document 
after FONSI is published supplemental EA Amend FONSI* 

 
* This assumes that FTA finds there are no significant environmental impacts from the changes 
evaluated in the supplemental EA.  Were FTA to find significant environmental impacts 
through the supplemental EA, FTA would need to complete a supplemental DEIS and 
supplemental FEIS/ROD. 

 
5.6. Content of an amended FONSI or ROD.  To maintain transparency of FTA’s NEPA 

determinations, FTA’s practice is to prepare amended decision documents that incorporate the 
supplemental analysis and record all of FTA’s determinations for the project in one location.  
Addendums or supplements to RODs or FONSIs are not a recommended FTA practice because 
they do not give the public one place to look for findings and mitigation commitments. 

 
• An amended FONSI or ROD should state: 

 
o It amends the prior FONSI or ROD issued on the project; 
o Decisions/determinations included in the prior FONSI or ROD are unaltered, except 

where the amended FONSI or ROD expressly alters them based on the limited 
environmental review contained in the supplemental document; and 

o If an earlier FONSI or ROD was included in a prior Limitation on Claims notice, the 
previous limitation is unaltered by the amended FONSI or ROD, except regarding the 
new information. 

 
• Amended FONSIs or RODs should clearly distinguish between new 

determinations/decisions, including mitigation commitments, and previous findings that 
remain unaltered by the supplemental environmental analysis. 

 
5.7. Sample language.  The language below should be sufficient for most amended decision 

documents.  The intent here is to tell the story of the environmental review process.  If there are 
multiple supplemental documents or re-evaluations, those should also be included in the 
amended decision document.  Regional staff should modify this sample language when there 
are unique project circumstances. 

 
The Federal Transit Administration (FTA) issued a [decision document] based on the [original 
environmental document] in [month/year].  The decisions and findings in this Amended [decision 
document] are based on and incorporate by reference to the limited supplemental 
environmental review contained in the [supplemental environmental analysis, month/year] and 
[other supplemental documents as appropriate].  The decisions and findings made in the 
[month/year] [decision document] remain in effect, except where this Amended [decision 
document] expressly alters them, as described in Section [name/number] below.  Therefore, the 
limitation on claims that may be brought against the project remains in effect, as published in 
the Federal Register on [month, day, year]. 
 
Environmental decision documents may be found on FTA’s public website. 

https://www.transit.dot.gov/regulations-and-guidance/environmental-programs/environmental-decision-documents


 

 
5.8. Limitation on Claims notices.  FTA provides notice of the amended FONSI/ROD via the Federal 

Register.  FTA will note the “final agency action” (i.e., amended FONSI or ROD), and will identify 
any supporting documentation, including the supplemental EIS or EA.  The notice does not alter 
or extend the limitation period for project decisions previously published in the Federal Register 
(i.e., the amended FONSI/ROD limitation notice does not open the entire project for legal 
claims).  FTA’s policy is to provide the referenced document and associated documents to the 
public on either FTA’s or the project sponsor’s website.  (See SOP No. 15 for more information.) 

 
6. References 
 

• FTA’s Environmental Impact and Related Procedures, 23 CFR 771.129 and 771.130   
• National Environmental Policy Act, 42 U.S.C. Sections 4321-4347 
• CEQ regulations implementing NEPA, 40 CFR Part 1502.9 
• FTA’s Project Management Oversight regulations, 49 CFR Part 633 
• FAQs about NEPA Re-evaluations in The Environmental Quarterly (FHWA, 2009)  
• FHWA Technical Advisory T6640.8a, Section XI: Reevaluations 
• FTA Order 1100.50D, Delegations of Authority 
• Joint Guidance FHWA/Caltrans NEPA Consultation/Re-evaluation Guidance (FHWA/Caltrans 

2007) 
• Re-Evaluations of NEPA Documents (Requested by AASHTO Standing Committee on 

Environment, 2008) 
 
 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 
 

http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=ffbfc53dc3c3f99e5b8f9055e97424c1&mc=true&node=se23.1.771_1129&rgn=div8
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=5c514396d15cde2bd174f535f398ebf6&node=pt23.1.771&rgn=div5%20-%20se23.1.771_1129#se23.1.771_1131
http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml;jsessionid=0CBA1F0507535E29978964A8565C5D23?req=granuleid%3AUSC-prelim-title42-chapter55&saved=%7CZ3JhbnVsZWlkOlVTQy1wcmVsaW0tdGl0bGU0Mi1zZWN0aW9uNDMyMQ%3D%3D%7C%7C%7C0%7Cfalse%7Cprelim&edition=prelim
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=f272d2295f19b0b3b302f192911e8db2&mc=true&node=se40.37.1502_19&rgn=div8
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=f272d2295f19b0b3b302f192911e8db2&mc=true&node=pt49.7.633&rgn=div5
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/resourcecenter/teams/environment/vol5iss2.pdf
https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/projdev/impTA6640.asp
https://www.transit.dot.gov/foia/federal-transit-administration-delegations-authority-fta-order-o-110050d-change-2-december-2008
http://www.dot.ca.gov/ser/downloads/memos/nepa/fhwa_ct_reevalguide.pdf
http://onlinepubs.trb.org/onlinepubs/archive/notesdocs/25-25(28)_FR.pdf


 

Title:  Section 4(f) Evaluations 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No.:  18 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE)  

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance to clarify FTA roles and responsibilities, recommend timing of Section 
4(f) processes in conjunction with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), and improve 
understanding of the Section 4(f) process.   
 
The regulations at 23 CFR part 774 implement 23 U.S.C. § 138 and 49 U.S.C. § 303, which were originally 
enacted as Section 4(f) of the Department of Transportation Act of 1966 and are still commonly referred 
to as “Section 4(f).” 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
 
Project applicability.  Section 4(f) applies to any Department of Transportation (DOT)-funded project 
regardless of the NEPA class of action (categorical exclusion [CE], environmental assessment [EA], or 
environmental impact statement [EIS]), or the timing of the discovery of the Section 4(f) property.   A 
Section 4(f) analysis is required for DOT actions undergoing NEPA analysis and documentation if 
properties protected by Section 4(f) would be ‘used’, as defined in 23 CFR 774.17 (see Section 4.3, 
below); however, a Section 4(f) analysis may also be required for construction activities post NEPA when 
there are either late discoveries or late designations of properties protected by Section 4(f) (see 23 CFR 
774.9(e) and 11(f) as well as the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) Policy Paper, Question and 
Answer 26A and B).     
 
Properties protected.  Section 4(f) applies to: 
 

 Historic properties that are either listed, or are eligible for listing on, the National Register of 
Historic Places (NRHP) regardless of ownership, including archaeological sites that are important 
for preservation in place (Section 4(f) does not apply to archaeological sites that are important 
for data recovery, whether data recovery is performed or not);  

 Significant* publicly owned parks and recreation areas that are also open to the public; and  

 Significant* publicly owned wildlife or waterfowl refuges whether they are open to the public or 
not.   
 

*Significance for parks, recreation areas, and wildlife/waterfowl refuges is determined by the official 
with jurisdiction.  When the official with jurisdiction determines that a park, recreation area, or 
wildlife and waterfowl refuge is not significant, FTA reviews the determination for reasonableness 
per 23 CFR 774.11(c).  In the absence of a significance determination by the official with jurisdiction, 
FTA assumes the resource is significant. 
 
 
 
 



 

3. Responsibilities 
 

FTA responsibilities.  It is solely FTA’s responsibility to make Section 4(f) determinations.  The FTA 
Regional Administrator is responsible for making findings under Section 4(f) for projects within that 
region.  FTA regional staff, in consultation with appropriate headquarters staff, is responsible for 
working with grant applicants to ensure the preparation of legally sufficient Section 4(f) analyses and 
that the process is properly documented in the environmental project file.  FTA regional staff should be 
familiar with the Section 4(f) regulations at 23 CFR part 774 and the FHWA Section 4(f) Policy Paper.   
 
Where FTA regional staff is considering a constructive use determination, they must consult with 
headquarters TPE-30 staff prior to publication of a Section 4(f) analysis to ensure consistency across the 
agency on the constructive use determinations.   
 
Regional Counsel must review all Section 4(f) approvals under §§774.3(a) and 774.3(c) (i.e., use of 
Section 4(f) properties) for legal sufficiency.   
 
Grant applicants.  Grant applicants are responsible for preparing Section 4(f) analyses.  Grant applicants 
can conduct most of the local consultation required for a Section 4(f) analysis, such as coordination with 
local parks departments.  But any coordination and findings that can be used in Section 4(f) associated 
with Federal laws, such as Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA), or that requires 
involvement from other Federal agencies, such as use of Federal lands, should be managed by FTA 
regional staff.  FTA regional staff is responsible for ensuring that all documentation of coordination 
(meeting minutes, correspondence, etc.) is included in the Administrative Record for the project.  Grant 
applicants may not make any Section 4(f) determinations.   
 
Historic properties are treated differently in the Section 4(f) regulations than non-historic properties and 
the different agency roles and responsibilities for each type of property are discussed below: 
 
Official(s) with jurisdiction for historic properties: 
 
State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) and Tribal Historic Preservation Officer (THPO).  The SHPO is 
an official with jurisdiction for Section 4(f) properties that are eligible for or listed on the NRHP except 
when a Tribal Historic Preservation Officer (THPO) is an official with jurisdiction (see discussion below). 
The SHPO has no role in making Section 4(f) determinations, and only serves as an official for 
consultation.   
 
Tribal Historic Preservation Officer (THPO). A THPO is an official with jurisdiction for Section 4(f) 
properties located on tribal lands if the tribe has assumed the responsibilities of the SHPO, as provided 
for in the NHPA.  If the historic property is located on tribal land but the tribe has not assumed the 
responsibilities of the SHPO, as provided for in the NHPA, then the representative designated by the 
tribe shall be recognized as an official with jurisdiction in addition to the SHPO (See 36 CFR 800.2 and 
the FHWA Section 4(f) Policy Paper, Question/ Answer 9, Officials with Jurisdiction, Consultation and 
Decisionmaking to determine when the THPO is considered an official with jurisdiction.).  Like the SHPO, 
the THPO has no role in making Section 4(f) determinations, and only serves as an official for 
consultation when appropriate, as discussed above.   
 
Advisory Council on Historic Preservation (ACHP).  When the ACHP is participating in the Section 106 
process as a consulting party, the agency is an official with jurisdiction for Section 4(f) properties that 



 

are eligible for, or listed on, the NRHP.  Like the SHPO/THPO, the ACHP has no role in making Section 4(f) 
determinations, and only serves as an official for consultation when serving as an official with 
jurisdiction (refer to 23 CFR 774.5, 36 CFR 800.2 and the FHWA Section 4(f) Policy Paper, 
Question/Answer #9 to determine when ACHP is an official for consultation).   
 
U.S. Department of Interior (DOI).  The Section 4(f) regulations afford the DOI the opportunity to review 
the Section 4(f) analysis where FTA is likely to issue a Section 4(f) approval (i.e., use of a Section 4(f) 
property, whether historic property or non-historic property).  In addition, the National Park Service 
(NPS), an agency within the DOI, is an official with jurisdiction for Section 4(f) properties that are also 
National Historic Landmarks. 
 
Official(s) with jurisdiction for non-historic properties:  
 
For parks, recreation areas and wildlife/waterfowl refuges that qualify for protection under Section 
4(f), FTA must coordinate with the official(s) of the agency or agencies that own or administer the 
property in question, and with staff who are empowered to represent the agency on matters related to 
the property.  For parks/recreational areas, this will depend on the ownership of the park (e.g., relevant 
city or county).  For wildlife/waterfowl refuge the official with jurisdiction may be the state department 
of natural resources, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, or other public agency.   

For Section 4(f) properties with Federal encumbrances (e.g., easements or other use restrictions), FTA 
must coordinate with the appropriate Federal agency to ascertain its position on the proposed impact, 
as well as to determine if any other Federal requirements may apply to converting the Section 4(f) land 
to a different function. Any such requirements must be satisfied, independent of the Section 4(f) 
approval.  For example, when a project would use land of a national forest that qualifies for Section 4(f) 
protection, FTA must invite the U.S. Department of Agriculture, U.S. Forest Service to review the Section 
4(f) evaluation and inform FTA whether other requirements apply.   

4. Standard Procedures 
 
Please refer to Attachment 1 for an overview of the Section 4(f) process.   
 
While the following information is provided in a series of steps, there may be circumstances where a 
step-wise procedure is not followed in order to allow flexibility and efficiency in the process.  For 
example, it is recommended that FTA regional staff discuss potential Section 4(f) ‘uses’ with the project 
sponsor/grantee and the official(s) with jurisdiction as early in the process as practicable so that 
avoidance, minimization, and mitigation measures can be incorporated into the project design, which 
may avoid the ‘use’ of Section 4(f) resources or may result in a de minimis determination.  The process is 
flexible and should be tailored depending on project size and complexity for maximum efficiency while 
still meeting regulatory requirements.   
 

4.1.  Identify Section 4(f) properties in the vicinity of the project.  Per 23 CFR 774.9 and the FHWA 
Section 4(f) Policy Paper, Section 4(f) properties should be identified as early as practicable in 
the planning and project development process in order that complete avoidance of the 
protected properties remains a viable option for the project, if possible.  Regional FTA staff 
should double-check information provided by the project sponsor/grantee and their 
consultants, either through site visits (if feasible), the National Register of Historic Places, state 



 

databases, and other online tools such as NEPA Assist, Google Maps, Google Earth, topographic 
maps, etc.   
 
The process that FTA routinely follows for Section 106 of the NHPA typically will identify the 
historic sites that may qualify for Section 4(f) protection (See 36 CFR part 800).  Accordingly, that 
process should be initiated and potentially eligible properties identified early in project planning 
or development, so that FTA may determine whether Section 4(f) applies and whether feasible 
and prudent avoidance alternatives may exist (see 23 CFR 774.11(e)).   
 
In identifying Section 4(f) properties other than historic properties, such as parks, recreation 
areas, and wildlife/waterfowl refuges, staff should be guided by the potential for Section 4(f) 
uses by the project.  This will usually consist of an area directly used by the project and adjacent 
properties.  These properties are often apparent on maps of the proposed project area (online 
maps, NEPA Assist, Google Earth, topographic map, etc.).    

 
4.2.   Identify the official(s) with jurisdiction for the Section 4(f) properties.  If there are properties 

identified that meet the criteria for protection under Section 4(f), FTA regional staff must 
identify the official(s) with jurisdiction of the resources as defined above. This is necessary for 
determination of applicability of Section 4(f) per 23 CFR 774.11 as well as for coordination and 
consultation requirements.     
 
Per the FHWA Section 4(f) Policy Paper regarding Official(s) with Jurisdiction in instances where 
historic sites are either located within the property boundaries of parks, recreation areas, or 
wildlife/waterfowl refuges, or when historic sites also function as both a historic site and a 
public park, recreation area, or wildlife/waterfowl refuge: 

 

“Some public parks, recreation areas, and wildlife and waterfowl refuges are also historic 
properties either listed or eligible for listing on the NRHP.  In other cases, historic sites are 
located within the property boundaries of public parks, recreation areas, or wildlife and 
waterfowl refuges.  When either of these situations exists and a project alternative proposes 
the use of land from the historic site there will be more than one official with jurisdiction. 
For historic sites the SHPO/THPO and ACHP if participating are officials with jurisdiction. 
Coordination will also be required with the official(s) of the agency or agencies that own or 
administer the property in question and who are empowered to represent the agency on 
matters related to the property, such as commenting on project impacts to the activities, 
features, or attributes of property and on proposed mitigation measures.  For a NHL, the 
National Park Service is also an official with jurisdiction over that resource.” 
 

4.3.  Determine whether there is a use of a Section 4(f) property.  FTA regional staff must next 
determine if there is either a direct (permanent or temporary) or constructive “use” as defined 
in 23 CFR 774.17.  
 
The question of “use”/applicability is not always immediately clear, especially in cases such as 
historic districts (see FHWA/FTA Policy Paper Q&A 7C) or multiple use properties such as 
national forests or wildlife management areas (see Policy Paper Q&A 4), etc.  In these instances, 
the Policy Paper is an excellent resource to help determine the applicability of Section 4(f).  Note 
that the determination as to whether there is a use/Section 4(f) applies (which is the sole 
responsibility of the FTA) relies on consultation with officials with jurisdiction who determine 



 

significance of resources.  The determination may also involve review of management plans or 
other documentation by FTA Regional Office staff to determine whether there would be a ‘use’ 
under Section 4(f). 
 
It is also important during this time to determine the use of archaeological resources and if they 
warrant preservation in place, as determined by consultation with official(s) with jurisdiction.  If 
the archaeological resource should be preserved in place then this determination should be 
documented and avoidance alternatives or alternatives to incorporate into the project should 
be developed.  
 
If FTA determines that the project would not “use” properties protected by Section 4(f), there is 
no need to issue an official “no use” determination.  This determination could be documented in 
the Administrative Record, and generally should be documented in the environmental 
document where appropriate.  For example, there is no need to document every potential 
constructive use (per 23 CFR 774.15(c)) and there is no need to document a “no use” 
determination is there was not an actual potential use of a Section 4(f) property by the FTA 
action (i.e., there is no need to document every ‘park’ located a half mile from a proposed 
project and document the fact that there would be no Section 4(f) “use”).   In addition, 
documentation of these determinations will vary.  For CEs at 23 CFR 771.118(c), there is no 
“environmental document”, per se, so if there is a determination of “no use”, this could be 
documented in the project record (Please refer to the relevant SOP for documentation 
requirements for each type of environmental document).   
 
Where there is a constructive use, which is extremely rare for transit projects, the Section 4(f) 
evaluation must discuss the impact on the protected property and how the impact substantially 
impairs the features, attributes, or activities that qualify the resource for Section 4(f) protection.  
Note that an “adverse effect” under Section 106 for a historic resource does not necessarily 
mean that there is a “constructive use” under Section 4(f).  The adverse effect would have to 
substantially impair a feature, attribute, or activity of the historic resource that qualified it as 
eligible for listing on the NRHP to be considered a constructive use.  For example, a historic 
resource that is eligible for the NRHP based on its architecture would not have a constructive 
use solely due to adverse noise impact.  

 
4.4.  Determine whether the physical incorporation of Section 4(f) land into the transportation 

project qualifies as a de minimis impact.  After considering avoidance, minimization, mitigation, 
and enhancement measures, and after the required coordination process described in 23 CFR 
774.5(b), FTA may determine that a use will result in only a de minimis impact to a Section 4(f) 
resource.  De minimis is defined in 23 CFR 774.17.  Such a finding completes the Section 4(f) 
process.  Documentation of the de minimis determination must be included in the project’s 
administrative record and documented in the environmental document, as appropriate.   
 
The definition of de minimis impact and the consultation requirements differ between historic 
sites and parks, recreation, and wildlife/waterfowl refuges.  These differences are described in 
detail in the FTA/FHWA Section 4(f) Policy Paper.   
 



 

For de minimis impact findings for parks, recreation areas, or wildlife/waterfowl refuges, an 
opportunity for public review and comment concerning the potential effects on the protected 
features, attributes, or activities of the property must be provided. Per the FHWA Section 4(f) 
Policy Paper: 

 

“The public involvement requirements associated with specific NEPA document and process 
will, in most cases, be sufficient to satisfy the public notice and comment requirements for 
the de minimis impact finding (See 23 CFR 774.5(b)(2)).”   

 
In general, the public notice and comment process related to de minimis impact findings will be 
accomplished through the State DOT's approved public involvement process (See 23 CFR 
771.111(h)(1)).  However, for those actions that do not routinely require public review and 
comment (e.g., certain categorical exclusions and re-evaluations) but for which a de minimis 
impact finding will be made, a separate public notice and opportunity for review and comment 
will be necessary.  In these cases, appropriate public involvement should be based on the 
specifics of the situation and commensurate with the type and location of the Section 4(f) 
property, the impacts, and public interest.  Possible methods of public involvement are many 
and include newspaper advertisements, public meetings, public hearings, notices posted on 
bulletin boards (for properties open to the public), project websites, newsletters, and placement 
of notices or documents at public libraries.  All comments received and responses thereto, 
should be documented in the same manner that other comments on the proposed action would 
be incorporated in the project file. Where public involvement was initiated solely for the 
purpose of a de minimis impact finding, responses or replies to the public comments may not be 
required, depending on the substantive nature of the comments.  All comments and responses 
should be documented, as appropriate, in the project file.” 
 
For de minimis findings for historic properties, the public notice and comment required by 36 
CFR part 800 is sufficient.  
 
Unlike full Section 4(f) evaluations, coordination with DOI is not required for de minimis impact 
findings. 
 

4.5.  Determine whether a Section 4(f) exemption applies.  Section 774.13 of Title 23, CFR, 
describes several exemptions from Section 4(f) approval.  In such circumstances, FTA regional 
staff should coordinate with the project sponsor/grantee to ensure that all appropriate 
supporting documentation is included in the project administrative record and adequately 
described in the environmental document (please refer to the relevant SOP for each 
environmental document type for information on adequacy of documentation for that class of 
action).  This documentation should include items such as letters from the official with 
jurisdiction or descriptions of why the particular exclusion applies.   
 

4.6.  Identify whether there are feasible and prudent avoidance alternatives to each use of a 
Section 4(f) property.  Identify whether there are alternatives to the use of a particular Section 
4(f) property that would avoid using any Section 4(f) properties (avoidance alternatives).  If a 
feasible and prudent avoidance alternative (defined at 23 CFR 774.17) exists, it must be chosen 
over alternative that use Section 4(f) properties.   



 

 
For any potential avoidance alternative that is rejected because it is not feasible and prudent, 
documentation must clearly identify the factor(s) in the regulation that make it infeasible or 
imprudent.  In this instance, the evaluation only needs to focus on the factor(s) that make the 
avoidance alternative infeasible and imprudent, and there is no need to discuss all factors listed 
in the consideration feasibility and prudence listed in part 774.17.  For example, if an avoidance 
alternative is not feasible and prudent because it results in unacceptable safety or operational 
problems, then information clearly identifying how that alternative would result in unacceptable 
safety or operational problems must be included in the evaluation, and there is no need to 
discuss any of the other factors unless they add to the justification that the alternative would be 
infeasible or imprudent.   

 
4.7. If there are no feasible and prudent avoidance alternatives, (1) identify all possible planning 

to minimize harm and (2) conduct a least overall harm analysis.  Minimization and mitigation 
should be considered as early in the process as practicable in coordination with the project 
sponsor/grantee and official(s) with jurisdiction over resources protected by Section 4(f).  
Regional staff must ensure that the Section 4(f) evaluation describes how the project includes all 
reasonable measures to minimize harm or mitigate for adverse impacts and effects, according to 
the requirements found in the definition of ‘all possible planning’ at 23 CFR 774.17.   
 
If no feasible and prudent alternatives exist that would avoid using Section 4(f) properties, the 
alternative with the least overall harm must be selected.  All seven factors in 23 CFR 774.3(c)(1) 
must be addressed in the determination of the alternative with least overall harm.  The FHWA 
Section 4(f) Policy Paper, section 3.3.3.2, also addresses the analysis of least overall harm 
including cases where two or more alternatives are substantially equal in the assessment of 
least overall harm.  FTA regional staff should review these resources for development of the 
least overall harm analysis and documentation.   

 
4.8. Review by DOI and/or any federal agency with an encumbrance.  The draft document must be 

sent to the DOI and any entities with jurisdiction over a Section 4(f) resource included in the 
evaluation, when applicable (Refer to “Section 3, Responsibilities” for a discussion of the 
agencies that must review the Section 4(f) evaluation as well as the FHWA Section 4(f) Policy 
Paper, Q/A 9 A-G).  DOI is given a 45 calendar-day review period, and other agencies with 
jurisdiction should be afforded an appropriate time period for review.  FTA regional staff shall 
transmit a letter including a notation of the 45-day review period for the document to DOI and 
the appropriate review period for any other federal agency with an encumbrance.  Per 23 CFR 
774.5(a), “If comments are not received within 15 days after the comment deadline, [FTA] may 
assume a lack of objection and proceed with the action.”  The final evaluation shall include a 
copy of the response(s) received from the other agency/agencies, or note lack of response.   

 
4.9. Legal sufficiency review.  FTA Regional Counsel should be consulted to determine their 

preference for review of the Draft Section 4(f) evaluation.  However, per 23 CFR 774.7(d), “[FTA] 
shall review all Section 4(f) approvals under §§774.3(a) and 774.3(c) for legal sufficiency.”   

 
4.10. Approval of Section 4(f) analysis. Final approval for evaluations that are integrated in an 

environmental document will generally occur upon FTA approval of the FTA decision document 
for that environmental review process – in the record of decision (ROD), finding of no significant 



 

impact (FONSI), or categorical exclusion (CE).  However, the regulation at 23 CFR 774.7 does 
allow for flexibility. 

 

 For Section 4(f) evaluations processed as part of an EIS process, the draft Section 4(f) 
evaluation is usually included in the draft EIS and the final EIS/ROD contains the final 
Section 4(f) evaluation.  The ROD explicitly makes or confirms the Section 4(f) finding. 
Attachment 1 shows the timing of Section 4(f) Evaluations with FEIS/ROD. 

 For Section 4(f) evaluations processed as part of an EA, the draft Section 4(f) evaluation 
is usually included in the EA and the FONSI includes the final Section 4(f) evaluation.  
The FONSI explicitly makes or confirms the Section 4(f) finding. 

 For Section 4(f) evaluations in CEs, the approval of any Section 4(f) evaluation is 
concurrent with the approval of the CE. 

 
4.11. Programmatic Section 4(f) evaluations.  FTA currently does not have any approved 

Programmatic Section 4(f) Evaluation processes in place, but will be developing these in the near 
future, and this SOP will be updated to reflect this as another potential process for establishing 
compliance with Section 4(f) at that time.   
 
FHWA Section 4(f) Programmatic Evaluations do not apply to FTA. 

 
4.12. Section 4(f) documentation.   Attachment 2 includes an annotated outline for the Section 4(f) 

evaluation.   
 
The Section 4(f) evaluation should be integrated into the environmental document, but may be 
prepared as a stand-alone document if necessary.   
 

 Incorporation into the environmental document. 
 
o The Section 4(f) evaluation should be evaluated independently in the document and 

be a separate section, chapter, or appendix entitled “Section 4(f) Evaluation” – i.e., 
it should not be combined with Section 106, Section 6(f), or other parklands 
analysis, but should be referenced in those chapters, as appropriate .  

o Section 4(f) evaluations that are included in environmental documents are typically 
incorporated and reviewed internally with the preliminary version of the 
environmental document.   

 

 Separate from the environmental document.  There are circumstances when a Section 
4(f) evaluation cannot be included in an environmental document and a separate 
evaluation is required.  For example, a separate Section 4(f) evaluation would be done 
for a project approved as a CE or may be necessary in the event of discovery of a Section 
4(f) resource after completion of an environmental document.  In these cases, the 
evaluation should be a stand-alone document that provides enough information about 
the purpose and need and alternatives analyzed, as appropriate, so that reference to 
other documents is not required.  A separate Section 4(f) evaluation is required when 
the project is classified as a CE, per 23 CFR 774.7(f), or after the CE, FONSI, or ROD has 
been processed under the following conditions, per 23 CFR 774.9(c), except as provided 
in 23 CFR 774.13: 

 



 

 
 
o A proposed modification of the alignment or design would require the use of a 

Section 4(f) resource; or 
o FTA determines that Section 4(f) applies to the use of a property; or  
o A proposed modification of the alignment, design, or measure(s) to minimize harm 

(after the original Section 4(f) approval) would result in a substantial increase in the 
amount of Section 4(f) property used, a substantial increase in the adverse impacts 
to Section 4(f) property, or a substantial reduction in the measure to minimize 
harm.   

 
Preparation of a separate Section 4(f) evaluation after the CE, FONSI, or FEIS will not necessarily 
require the preparation of a new or supplemental environmental document. The need for a 
supplemental environmental document is determined through the re-evaluation process (see 
SOP No. 17 Re-evaluations and Supplementals).  In addition, the separate evaluation does not 
prevent the granting of new approvals, require the withdrawal of previous approvals, or require 
the suspension of project activities for any activity not affected by the Section 4(f) evaluation.   
 
For full Section 4(f) evaluations processed separate from environmental documents, the 
Regional FTA Office reviews the preliminary draft for approval as described above.  The draft 
Section 4(f) evaluation is then forwarded to the U.S. DOI and any entities with jurisdiction over a 
Section 4(f) resource and circulated to the USDA and/or HUD, as appropriate.   
 

4.13. Section 4(f) in tiered environmental documents.  When a Tier I EIS is prepared, the detailed 
information necessary to complete the Section 4(f) evaluation may not be available at that stage 
in the development of the action.  In such cases, an evaluation should be made on the potential 
impacts that a proposed action will have on Section 4(f) properties and whether those impacts 
could have a bearing on the decision to be made.   
 
A preliminary determination may be made at this time as to whether there are feasible and 
prudent alternatives that avoid the use of Section 4(f) properties.  This preliminary 
determination must consider all possible planning to minimize harm to the extent that the level 
of detail available at the Tier I EIS stage allows.  It is recognized that such planning at this stage 
will normally be limited to ensuring that opportunities to minimize harm at subsequent stages in 
the development process have not been precluded by decisions made at the first-tier stage.  
This preliminary determination is then incorporated into the Tier I EIS document. 
 
FTA regional staff are responsible for determining whether there is an appropriate level of detail 
to make a preliminary Section 4(f) determination and how compliance with this regulation can 
be achieved.  

 
 
5.  References 

 Section 4(f) regulations, 23 CFR 774  (see also Preservation of Parklands, 23 U.S.C. § 138  and 
Policy on Lands, Wildlife and Waterfowl Refuges and Historic Sites, 49 U.S.C. § 303) 

 National Historic Preservation Act  and Section 106 regulations: 36 CFR part 800  

 FTA’s Environmental Impact and Related Procedures,  23 CFR part 771 

 FHWA Policy Paper (adopted by FTA per FTA November 9, 2012 Memo) 

http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title23/23cfr774_main_02.tpl
http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title23-section138&num=0&edition=prelim
http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title49-section303&num=0&edition=prelim
http://www.achp.gov/nhpa.pdf
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title36/36cfr800_main_02.tpl
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/retrieveECFR?gp=&SID=726c094ef6d66a512c2f1410ae1ca249&n=23y1.0.1.8.43&r=PART&ty=HTML
http://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/4f/4fpolicy.asp
https://www.transit.dot.gov/regulations-and-guidance/environmental-programs/november-9-2012-memorandum
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Attachment 1 – Section 4(f) Process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Identify Section 4(f) 
properties and 
Official(s) with 
Jurisdiction 

Identify whether there is a use of a Section 
4(f) property. 
Make de minimis impact determinations 

Conduct analysis of avoidance 
alternatives and all possible 
planning to minimize harm 
 
If needed, identify alternatives 
with least overall harm 

Complete Section 
4(f) analysis/FTA 
makes Section 4(f) 
determinations 

Send to DOI (if needed) 45 day (+15 days) 
opportunity to provide comments** 
 
** only needed for Section 4(f) evaluations that 
require an alternatives analysis 

Receive concurrence (with mitigation) from officials 
with jurisdiction for any de minimis impact 
determinations for non-historic Section 4(f) 
properties 

Prepare FEIS/ROD FEIS/ROD 



 

Attachment 2 – Section 4(f) annotated outline  

[Note: This attachment is a sample annotated outline of how the evaluation could be framed.  Notes are included in brackets 
and bolded smaller font, such as this, throughout this document.  Sample language that could be used in the Section 4(f) 
evaluation is included in italics.  This outline suggests ways of presenting information, but is not prescriptive.  Any format 
that clearly provides sufficient supporting documentation to demonstrate why there is no feasible and prudent alternative to 
the use of Section 4(f)-protected properties and summarizes the results of all possible planning to minimize harm to the 
Section 4(f) property (as required by 23 CFR 774.7) is acceptable.  Please also note that not all sections listed below are 
appropriate for every Section 4(f) evaluation.  Only applicable sections should be included in the evaluation (for example, if 
there is no de minimis determination, there is no need for a section discussing de minimis and why it is not used on the 
project. 
 
Please note that, at a minimum, the Section 4(f) evaluation should be its own separate chapter or section of the 
environmental document if not completed as a separate document.  The Section 4(f) evaluation should not be split up to be 
included in the discussions of the properties protected by Section 4(f).  In other words, the Section 4(f) evaluation should not 
be part of the historic resources chapter/section and the parks and recreation areas chapter/section.  The Section 4(f) 
evaluation should be consolidated and be a separate chapter/section that is a Section 4(f) evaluation of the proposed 
project.]   
 

Chapter X.0 Section 4(f) Evaluation 
 
[Note: If the Section 4(f) evaluation is included in the environmental document as its own chapter, formatting should be 
consistent with the rest of the document.]  

 
SAMPLE TEXT: This chapter provides documentation necessary to support determinations required to 
comply with the provisions of Section 4(f) of the Department of Transportation Act of 1966, as amended 
(23 CFR 774; codified in 49 U.S.C. 303 and generally referred to as “Section 4(f)”). 
 
This Section 4(f) evaluation has been prepared in accordance with the joint FHWA/FTA regulations for 
Section 4(f) compliance codified in 23 CFR 774.  [Note: Describe any additional guidance used in making this 

determination, such as the Section 4(f) Policy Paper] 
 

X.1 Introduction 
 
[Note: Very briefly introduce the proposed project in a paragraph or two, and then include a summary of the requirements 
of Section 4(f) either using the sample text below or similar summary.] 

 
SAMPLE TEXT:  The proposed project described in this chapter may receive Federal funding through the 
Federal Transit Administration and would have a ”use” of property protected by Section 4(f) as defined in 
23 CFR 774.17 (see X.1(a) below).  Therefore, documentation of compliance with Section 4(f) is required.  
Section 4(f) protects the following properties of national, state, or local significance: 

 publicly owned, publicly accessible parklands and recreational lands; 

 public wildlife/waterfowl refuges, regardless of public access; and 

 historic sites, regardless of public or private ownership.     
If parks, recreational areas, or refuges are determined not to be properties of national, state, or local 
significance by the official(s) with jurisdiction, and after review by FTA for reasonableness, then Section 
4(f) protection generally does not apply.  Absent a determination from the official with jurisdiction 
regarding the significance of these properties, FTA assumes that they are significant properties and 
applies the requirements of Section 4(f).  Historic sites listed on, or eligible for listing on, the National 
Register of Historic Places (NRHP) are significant properties for Section 4(f) purposes.   
 



 

Section 4(f) specifies that FTA may only approve a transportation project that requires the use land from 
applicable properties as described above if: 

 There is no prudent and feasible alternative to the use of that land and all possible planning to 
minimize harm due to the use has been included as part of the proposed project, or 

 The Administration determines that the use of the property, including any measure(s) to minimize 
harm, will have a de minimis impact on the property, as defined in 23 CFR 774.17. 

 

X.1(a) Section 4(f) “Use” Definitions 
 

SAMPLE TEXT:  As defined in 23 CFR 774.17, the “use” of a protected Section 4(f) property occurs 
when any of the following conditions are met: 

 
Direct Use – A direct use of a Section 4(f) property occurs when property is permanently 
incorporated into a proposed transportation project.  This may occur as a result of partial or full 
acquisition of a fee simple interest, permanent easement, or temporary easement that exceeds 
regulatory limits.   

 
Temporary Use – A temporary use of a Section 4(f) property occurs when there is a temporary 
occupancy of property that is considered adverse in terms of the preservation purposes of the 
Section 4(f) statute.  A temporary occupancy of property does not constitute a use of a Section 
4(f) resource when all of the following conditions are satisfied: 

 Duration is less than the time needed for construction of the project and there is no change 
in ownership of the land; 

 The nature and magnitude of the changes to the Section 4(f) property are minimal; 

 There are no anticipated permanent adverse physical impacts, nor is there interference with 
the protected activities, features, or attributes of the property on either a temporary or 
permanent basis; 

 The land being used will be fully returned to a condition at least as good as that which 
existed prior to the project; and 

 There is a documented agreement of the official(s) with jurisdiction over the Section 4(f) 
resource regarding the above conditions. 

 
Constructive Use – A constructive use of a Section 4(f) property occurs when a transportation 
project does not incorporate land from the resource, but the proximity of the project results in 
impacts so severe that the protected activities, features, or attributes that qualify the resource 
for protection under Section 4(f) are substantially impaired (23 CFR 774.15)(emphasis added). 
[Note: Constructive uses are very rare.  Adverse Effects under Section 106 do not necessarily constitute a 
constructive use of a Section 4(f) property.  In order for there to be a constructive use, the activity, feature, or 
attribute that qualifies the property for Section 4(f) protection has to be substantially impaired.] 
 
X.1(b) De minimis impacts  

 
SAMPLE TEXT:  The requirements of Section 4(f) are satisfied with respect to a Section 4(f) 
resource if it is determined by the FTA that a transportation project would have only a “de 
minimis impact” on the Section 4(f) resource.  The provision allows avoidance, minimization, 
mitigation, and enhancement measures to be considered in making the de minimis 
determination.  The official(s) with jurisdiction over the resource must be notified of the Agency’s 
determination.  23 CFR 774.17 defines a de minimis impact as follows: 



 

 For parks, recreation areas, and wildlife/waterfowl refuges, a de minimis impact is one that 
would not adversely affect the features, attributes, or activities qualifying the property for 
protection under Section 4(f), and the official with jurisdiction has concurred with this 
determination after there has been a chance for public review and comment [Note: For parks, 

recreation areas, and wildlife/waterfowl refuges, public notice and an opportunity for public review and 
comment concerning the effects on the protected features, attributes, or activities of the property must be 
provided.  After this public review and comment, written concurrence on FTA’s de minimis determination is 

required from the official with jurisdiction.]; 

 For historic sites, de minimis impact means that the FTA has determined, in accordance with 
36 CFR part 800, that either no historic property is affected by the project, or the project 
would have “no adverse effect” on the property in question.  The official with jurisdiction 
must be notified that the FTA intends to make a de minimis finding based on their 
concurrence with the “no adverse effect” determination under 36 CFR 800. This is usually 
done in the effect determination letter send to the official with jurisdiction for their 
concurrence.  

 

X.2 Description of the Project 
 
[Note: Enter project description here, including description of the Preferred Alternative (if known) and a very brief 
explanation of Purpose and Need.  If the Section 4(f) evaluation is included as a chapter in the environmental document, 
refer to relevant sections for more detail.  If the Section 4(f) evaluation is prepared as a separate document, more detail will 
be needed here.] 
 
Briefly describe the process by which alternatives were developed, evaluated, and refined to become the preferred 

alternative (if already determined) under consideration in the environmental document.  You may cite the Alternatives 

section of the document for more detailed description of the alternatives if the Section 4(f) evaluation is included as a 

chapter in the environmental document.  If the Section 4(f) evaluation is prepared as a separate document, more detail will 

be needed here.] 

X.3 Description of Section 4(f) Properties 
 
[Note: Identify historic properties, parklands, and/or other Section 4(f) properties that are within the APE.  Describe and 
graphically represent the APE.  Identify these properties as publicly or privately owned, as appropriate. You may briefly 
summarize the properties here, along with significance of the properties, and reference the relevant sections of the 
environmental document if the Section 4(f) evaluation is not prepared as a separate document.  Include tables, maps, and 
graphics as necessary or refer to relevant sections of environmental document where these can be found.  Include “use” 
determinations.  Generally describe agency consultation and coordination and current document status.] 

 
SAMPLE TEXT:  The following sections describe use of Section 4(f) properties.  An assessment has been 

made as to whether any permanent or temporary occupancy of a property would occur and whether the 

proximity of the Project would cause any effects (such as access disruption, noise, vibration or aesthetic) 

that would substantially impair the features or attributes that qualify the resource for protection under 

Section 4(f) and, therefore, constitute a use.   

X.4 Use of Section 4(f) Properties 

[Note: Please review 774.11 Applicability and 774.13 Exceptions.  These sections review the applicability to various 
properties and when exceptions might apply.  Include some introductory language here that includes a general explanation 
of any exceptions or applicability provisions that potentially apply to the project, and a statement that the applicability of 
the provision or exception to particular properties will be discussed in the section with detailed information on each 
property below.]  



 

 

X.4 (a) Historic Sites 
 
[Note: This section discusses the historic sites with potential Section 4(f) use.  Suggest a table listing each historic Section 4(f) 
property and use determinations for each property; identification of Section 106 determinations for each historic resource; 
quantified impacts as appropriate; identification of any de minimis impact determinations and reference to the de minimis 
section of the evaluation.  The following subheadings are suggested as ways to address this information, but are not required 
or exclusive.  Please feel free to present the relevant information in any way that makes it clear to the reader:] 

Sample Table [Note: This is only a suggestion.  Any table that clearly illustrates the alternatives and 

information to the reader is acceptable]:  

Alternative Section 4(f) 
Property 
Name 

On/Adjacent 
to Alignment 

Section 106 Effect 
Determination 

Use (None, Direct, 
Temporary, or 
Constructive)  

De minimis 
(Yes/No) 

Alt. A      

(insert as 
needed) 

     

Alt. B      

Alt. C      

 

 [Note: Include discussion of the actual use of the Section 4(f) property, including direct, temporary or constructive use 
determinations.  For direct uses, describe the use for each alternative evaluated; for temporary uses, describe why the 
temporary use does not meet the exemption for temporary occupancy at 774.13(d); for constructive uses, which are 
extremely rare, the Section 4(f) evaluation must discuss the impact on the protected property and how the impacts 
substantially impair the features, attributes, or activities that qualify the resource for Section 4(f) protection.] 

 

X.4 (b) Parkland, Recreational Areas, and/or Wildlife/Waterfowl Refuges 

[Note: Similar to the Historic Sites section, this section discusses parks, recreational areas, and/or wildlife or waterfowl 
refuges with potential Section 4(f) use.  Describe the properties in detail, including a description of the coordination required 
for determining significance of the park, recreation area, and/or wildlife or waterfowl refuge per 774.11, and the use 
determinations for each property (direct, temporary, or constructive).   
 

X.5 Alternatives Analysis 

[Note: Discuss feasible and prudent avoidance alternatives.  Per the Policy Paper, “Any screening of alternatives that may 
have occurred during the transportation planning phase may be considered as well. It may be necessary, however, to look 
for additional alternatives if the planning studies and environmental review process did not identify Section 4(f) properties 
and take Section 4(f) into account (3.3.3.1).”  If Section 4(f) avoidance alternatives were eliminated during the earlier phases 
of project development for reasons unrelated to Section 4(f) impacts or a failure to meet the project purpose and need, they 
may need to be reconsidered in the Section 4(f) process. In addition, it is often necessary to develop and analyze new 
alternatives or new variations of alternatives rejected for non-Section 4(f) reasons during the earlier phases.  The 
information in this section could instead be included in the previous section directly following the description of the use of 
each resource.] 

 

 



 

 

Sample Table #2 [Note: another option for a potential table]: 

 Alternative Description Area of 
Parkland 
Taken 

Parkland 
Access 
Effects 

Effects 
to 
Historic 
Resource 
A 

Effects to 
Historic 
Resource 
B 

Effects to 
Historic 
Resource 
C 

A
lt

e
rn

at
iv

es
  w

it
h

 m
in

im
u

m
 

Se
ct

io
n

 4
(f

) 
Im

p
ac

ts
 (

co
n

si
d

er
ed

  
b

u
t 

re
je

ct
e

d
) 

A No Build None None None   

B Rehabilitati
on 

None None None   

B Modified Rehabilitati
on with 
modificatio
ns 

Minor Vehicular 
Access 
Eliminated 

Adverse 
Effects 

  

C Tunnel None Vehicular 
Access 
Eliminated 

Adverse 
Effect 

  

D New 
Alignment 

None None Adverse 
Effect 

  

A
lt

e
rn

at
iv

es
 c

o
n

si
d

er
ed

 f
o

r 
fu

rt
h

er
 

ev
al

u
at
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E [Describe] 10.18 
Acres 

Modified, 
but 
Maintained 

Adverse 
Effect 

  

F [Describe] 9.02 Acres Modified, 
but 
Maintained 

Adverse 
Effect 

  

G [Describe] 10.70 
Acres 

Modified, 
but 
Maintained 

Adverse 
Effect 

  

G1 [Describe] 9.02 Acres Modified, 
but 
Maintained 

Adverse 
Effect 

  

G2 [Describe] 15.37 
Acres 

Modified, 
but 
Maintained 

Adverse 
Effect 

  

 

SAMPLE TEXT:  The first three rejected alternatives do not meet the project purpose and need.  All other 

alternatives do meet the project purpose and need, but the rejected alternatives have unacceptably high 

socioeconomic impacts.  Additionally, alternative D has life-cycle costs of extraordinary magnitude 

compared to the alternatives considered for further evaluation.   

 

 



 

 

X.6 Measures to Minimize Harm 

[Note: Include information detailing measures to minimize harm to Section 4(f) properties].   
 

X.7 De minimis Impacts 

[Note: Describe each de minimis impact determination, if any, and its status.  Document all minimization or enhancement 

measures.  Describe and reference all relevant correspondence (included in an appendix) from officials with 

jurisdiction/FTA.]   

X.8 Coordination Activities 

[Note: Describe results of coordination with official(s) with jurisdiction over the Section 4(f) property and with any Federal 

agencies with jurisdiction over Section 4(f) properties related to this project.] 

X.9 Least Overall Harm  

[Note: This section will only be included when there are several alternatives that are feasible and prudent that would each 

use Section 4(f) property but there is no feasible and prudent alternative that avoids the use of all Section 4(f)-protected 

properties.  Often, there is a ‘Preferred Alternative’ that uses Section 4(f) property with no other feasible and prudent 

alternatives to avoid the use.  In this case, there is no need for the overall least harm discussion.] 

Sample Text:  Per 23 CFR 774.3(c)(1), in situations where all feasible and prudent alternatives use Section 

4(f) properties, the Administration may approve only the alternative that causes the least overall harm in 

light of the statute’s preservation purpose.  The Administration determines the least overall harm by 

balancing the following factors: 

- The ability to minimize and mitigate adverse impacts to each Section 4(f) property (including 

any measures that result in benefits to the property); 

- The relative severity of the remaining harm, after mitigation, to the protected activities, 

attributes, or features that qualify each Section 4(f) property for protection;  

- The relative significance of each Section 4(f) property;  

- The views of the official(s) with jurisdiction over each Section 4(f) property; 

- The degree to which each alternative meets the Purpose and Need for the Project;  

- After reasonable mitigation, the magnitude of any adverse impacts to properties not 

protected by Section 4(f); and 

- Substantial differences in costs among the alternatives (23 CFR 774.3(c)(i)).  

[Note: Include information addressing the balancing of the above factors and how the determination of least overall harm 

was made.] 

Sample Text:  Per 23 CFR 774.3(c)(2), the alternative selected must include all possible planning, as 

defined in 774.17, to minimize harm to Section 4(f) properties.  [Note: Include information on all 

possible planning to minimize harm.  There may have been further refinements/revisions after narrowing down 

alternatives in the least overall harm analysis, in which case you may detail these refinements here or may refer 

back to relevant section above for minimization discussion]  



 

 

 

Sample table: [Note: This is only a suggestion.  Any table that clearly illustrates the alternatives and information to the 
reader is acceptable]:  

Alternative Displacements Cost 
($M) 

Stream 
Impacts 
(linear 
feet or 
crossings) 

Wetland 
Impacts 
(acres 
or 
number) 

Environmental 
Justice 
Communities 

Uses of 
Section 
4(f) 
Properties  

Protected 
Species 
Habitat 
(acres/linear 
feet of 
streams) 

Commercial Residential  

Alt. A         

Alt. B         

Alt. C         

 

X.10 Determination of Section 4(f) Use 

Considering the foregoing discussion of the Project’s potential use of Section 4(f) properties, avoidance 

alternatives, and measures to minimize harm, there would be a use of [XX] Section 4(f) properties for 

the Build Alternative; there would be [XX] de minimis impacts; there would be an additional [XX] 

constructive uses; and there would be [XX] temporary uses (Tables [XXX]).   

Based on the above considerations, there is no feasible and prudent avoidance alternative to the use of 

land from [identify the properties] and the [name the alternative] causes the least overall harm given 

the statute’s preservation purpose.  The proposed action includes all possible planning to minimize harm 

resulting from the use of [name the properties] 

 Appendices 

[Note: Include Appendices with relevant information like letters, comments, etc. – either in the appendix of the EA or EIS or 

appendix to the separate Section 4(f) evaluation, depending on how this is prepared.] 

 



Title:  Consideration of Contaminated Properties including Brownfields 

Date:  August 2016 

SOP No:  19 

Issued by the Office of Planning and Environment (TPE) 

 
1. Purpose 
This document provides guidance on assessment and acquisition considerations for potentially 
contaminated properties, including brownfields, and contaminated properties, as part of the 
environmental review process. 
 
2. Applicability/Scope 
This guidance applies to property being considered for acquisition for FTA-funded projects, with an 
emphasis on property that is or may be contaminated, and is limited to the property considerations 
taking place during the environmental review process conducted pursuant to the National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  For property appraisal and acquisition guidance, see FTA’s circular on 
grant management requirements (latest version 5010.1D). 
 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff, with assistance from FTA Headquarters and FTA Regional Counsel, as appropriate, 
must ensure that the condition of the property being considered for acquisition is as thoroughly 
assessed as possible prior to approval of the final environmental document.  FTA Regional staff should 
coordinate with real estate staff in FTA’s Office of Program Management (TPM) to ensure that grantees 
follow the appropriate appraisal process. 
 
4. Background Information 
 

4.1. Definitions. 
 
• Brownfield:   Real property, the expansion, redevelopment, or reuse of which may be 

complicated by the presence or potential presence of a hazardous substance, pollutant, or 
contaminant.1 

• Contaminants:  Any element, substance, compound, or mixture that, after release into the 
environment and upon exposure, ingestion, inhalation, or assimilation into any organism, 
will or may reasonably be anticipated to cause illness, death, or deformation in any 
organism. 

• Environmental Site Assessment (ESA):  The assessment or evaluation of a property to 
identify potential environmental contamination and assess potential liability for any 
contamination present at the property. 

• Hazardous Substance:  A broad term that includes all substances that can be harmful to 
people or the environment; toxic substances, hazardous materials and other similar terms 
are subsets of hazardous substances. 

                                                 
1 Note that this is a descriptive definition.  There is not an official “list” of brownfields maintained by the Federal 
government.  



• Phase I Environmental Site Assessment:  A standard research study/record search intended 
to gather sufficient information to assess the environmental condition of the property and 
identify actual or potential areas where contaminants may have been released to the 
environment. 

• Phase II Environmental Site Assessment:  An intrusive study where actual physical 
environmental samples are collected and analyzed to characterize the type, distribution, 
and extent of contaminants in the environment.  Normally completed if recommended 
based on Phase I Environmental Site Assessment. 

• Phase III Environmental Site Assessment:  This Phase refers to the full characterization of 
contamination, and the design and implementation of remediation. 

• Real Property:  Land, including affixed improvements, structures, and appurtenances. It 
does not normally include movable machinery and equipment. 

• Remediation:  Any action, developed in consultation with appropriate regulatory agencies in 
accordance with Federal, State and local law, to reduce, remove, or contain contamination. 

 
4.2. FTA policy on brownfields. 

FTA supports the use of brownfields in transportation projects as part of efforts to improve 
communities through FTA transportation investments.  FTA’s policy allows for the use of 
brownfields for FTA-funded projects if: 

 
• The use of such sites is consistent with the purpose and need of the transit project; 
• The costs of remediation are expected to be reasonable in comparison with the overall 

cost and public benefit of the project; and 
• Liability concerns are minimized by following proper due diligence for all potential real 

estate acquisitions. 
 
The legal responsibility for hazardous material cleanup and disposal rests with parties within the 
property title chain and with parties responsible for the placement of the material on the 
property.  Project sponsors must attempt to identify and seek legal recourse from those 
potentially responsible parties or substantiate the basis for not seeking reimbursement. 

 
In light of the policy, FTA encourages project sponsors to consider using brownfield sites when 
identifying project sites despite potential inhibiting factors (e.g., liability concerns, financial 
barriers, and cleanup timelines).  Transit facilities are particularly suitable for reusing brownfield 
sites because transit facilities: 

 
• Tend to be located in urban areas where most brownfields are found;  
• Are not designed for continuous human occupancy;  
• May enhance economic redevelopment potential of an area; and,  
• May fall within a less restrictive land use category for purposes of site remediation. 

 
While encouraging the use of brownfields for projects, FTA should also encourage proper due 
diligence prior to selecting and purchasing properties through complete assessment of potential 
contamination during the environmental review process.  To encourage the complete 
assessment of contamination prior to project decision-making, FTA generally will not participate 
in the remediation of contamination discovered during construction. 

 



5. Standard Procedures 
 

5.1. Environmental review process. 
Construction of a transit project on a brownfield may cause adverse impacts primarily through 
the exposure of existing hazardous substances or contaminants and their potential release into 
the environment.  For example, the construction may result in a contaminant being carried by 
wind or trucks into the surrounding neighborhood or stormwater runoff carrying contaminated 
sediment into the neighborhood or into larger bodies of water.  If there are soil contamination 
issues on a site, even if the contaminants may not be exposed or disturbed during construction, 
the site may need to be remediated because of the potential for that contaminant to migrate 
into the groundwater table and to downstream properties or water bodies.  Therefore, the 
contaminant and concentration of contamination, including its nature and associated short-term 
and long-term remediation, must be determined and considered during the environmental 
review process. 
 
If potential impacts from the hazardous substances are identified, FTA Regional staff may 
suggest that the transit agency consider alternative sites during the environmental review, 
notwithstanding the FTA policy, if the cost of the required remediation would be excessively 
high, especially as compared to the initial projected cost for the transit project.  Where cost of 
remediation cannot be accurately determined prior to purchase, the transit agency will need to 
consider the risk of acquiring the site. 
 

5.1.1.  Due diligence/site assessments. 
The first step during the environmental review process is to conduct a Phase I ESA, in 
accordance with EPA’s All Appropriate Inquiries Rule(40 CFR part 312), on any property 
considered for the project. The Phase I ESA identifies the potential presence of 
contaminants on a property and provides potential defenses to liability if the project 
sponsor acquires the property.  A Phase I ESA will evaluate prior uses and ownership of a 
property in order to assess conditions at the property that may be indicative of releases or 
threatened releases of hazardous substances at, on, in, or to the property, known as 
recognized environmental concerns (REC).  The Phase I ESA consists of a thorough historical 
records search and a site visit conducted by an ESA professional.  If the current property 
owner refuses to grant right-of-entry to the ESA professional and state law doesn’t allow for 
limited right-of-entry, then the property can be visually inspected offsite or from overhead. 
If the property is so large and covered that it cannot be visually inspected from offsite or 
from overhead, an initial site assessment consisting of all elements of the Phase I ESA that 
do not require right-of-entry would be conducted. 

 
If a property is suspected to have contaminants through the identification of RECs in the 
Phase I ESA, and the project sponsor wants to continue considering purchasing the property 
for the project, then a Phase II ESA must be conducted.  A Phase II ESA, which often consists 
of soil and/or groundwater sampling, will confirm the presence and extent of contamination 
on the property as much as possible. This will then allow for development of a remediation 
plan and cost estimate of the remediation necessary for the proposed use of the site.  The 
costs associated with the remediation should be provided to the appraiser to determine the 
impact on the fair market value.  If the current property owner refuses to grant right-of-
entry to the ESA professional and state law does not allow for limited right-of-entry, 
commitment to remediate to the level required by State law for the intended use of the site 



must be incorporated into the NEPA decision document for the project, and the findings of 
the Phase II ESA investigation may require a re-evaluation or supplemental environmental 
review.  In instances such as those, where the transit agency has chosen to take on the risk 
of acquiring property where the type and degree of contamination is uncertain, some transit 
agencies have succeeded in negotiating purchase and sale agreements that allow for the 
termination of the sale based on the outcome of the Phase II ESA. 

 
5.1.2.  ESA timing. 
The Phase I ESAs should be completed on a per parcel basis during the draft environmental 
impact statement (DEIS) development process, with the results presented for parcels with 
potential contamination in the DEIS so that the community, the responsible State agency, 
and EPA are informed and have the opportunity to comment on the results.  The Phase II 
ESAs, if necessary, and the corresponding consultation with the State agency on 
remediation are conducted during the Final EIS (FEIS)/Record of Decision (ROD) 
development process with the remediation commitments for the preferred alternative 
appearing in the FEIS/ROD. 

 
For projects requiring an environmental assessment (EA), the EA would present the results 
of the Phase I ESAs on a per parcel basis for parcels with potential contamination (and Phase 
II ESAs, if necessary), and the finding of no significant impact (FONSI) would commit to the 
appropriate remediation.  For a categorical exclusion (CE), the CE documentation should 
include the results of any ESAs conducted and indicate that the remediation is standard, 
such as the removal of leaking underground storage tanks (LUSTs) at a former gas station.  If 
the ESA indicates that the contaminants present may require significant remediation it may 
be necessary to consider elevating the NEPA class of action.  When possible, appropriate 
ESAs should be completed before the appraisal of property so that the results can be 
communicated to the appraiser. 

 
5.1.3.  Mitigation (remediation) commitments in environmental decision documents. 
After determining the presence and nature of any contamination, the next step is to 
determine the appropriate remediation.  Remediation planning involves: 

 
• Consideration of the recommendations within the ESA report(s); 
• Consultation with the responsible State agency and possibly EPA; and, 
• Consideration of comments by the affected community, if appropriate. 

 
EPA’s State Voluntary Cleanup Programs provides useful information on the remediation 
expectations in each participating State.  For a transit use of a brownfield, some States allow 
remediation that results in a higher residual level of contamination because the human 
exposure on the site is short-term and the chance of coming into contact with contaminated 
media is minimal.  For example, a transit rider at a transit center built on a former 
brownfield spends little time there waiting for the bus to arrive.  Some elements of transit 
projects, such as park-and-ride lots and bus storage lots, place an impermeable surface of 
pavement over the contaminated property that would prevent human contact with the 
contamination and also may prevent infiltration by rainwater that might carry the 
contamination offsite in a groundwater plume. 
 



Some forms of contamination, such as LUSTs at former gasoline stations, are so common 
that firms with extensive experience in remediating such sites now exist.  If the transit 
project requires the demolition of an older building that contains asbestos insulation or 
lead-based paints, companies that specialize in removal of these contaminants prior to 
demolition can usually be found. 
 
Construction measures (commonly referred to as “best management practices”) may 
include strict control of dust and stormwater, such as the use of covered trucks to haul 
contaminated soil to a State-approved disposal site, washing down the loaded truck before 
it leaves the project site, and a more robust than usual stormwater management system to 
prevent stormwater runoff from carrying contamination offsite. 

 
5.2. Real estate acquisition and cost considerations during environmental review and beyond. 
 

5.2.1.  Costs. 
The potential costs associated with locating a transit project on a brownfield include the 
cost of property acquisition, the cost of remediation, the potential cost of litigation against 
responsible parties, and the long-term liability costs.  Acquisition costs are governed by the 
Uniform Relocation Assistance and Real Property Acquisition Policies Act of 1970, as 
amended (Uniform Act) and implementing regulation 49 CFR Part 24, but the transaction 
may be complicated by appraisals that consider the fair market value of the property as if it 
were clean, the cost of remediation, and State law dictating which of the parties involved in 
the transaction, if either, are legally responsible for the cleanup.  During the environmental 
review process, the project sponsor will have considered the estimated cost of appropriate 
remediation, as well as having considered and taken action regarding the short and long-
term liabilities associated with locating the project on the brownfield, if applicable.  
Potential liability costs to the transit agency are minimized or eliminated by compliance with 
EPA’s All Appropriate Inquiries Rule (40 CFR part 312). 

 
Project sponsors that wish to use FTA funds for remediation must attempt to identify and 
seek legal recourse from those parties potentially responsible for the contamination or 
substantiate the basis for not seeking reimbursement.  The reality is that many brownfields 
are abandoned, tax-delinquent properties, and the potentially responsible parties (i.e., the 
corporations) have dissolved and no longer exist.  FTA will not participate in paying for 
remediation that is the legal responsibility of another party, unless: 

 
• The brownfield site was previously utilized for transportation use and the transit 

agency is legally responsible for all cleanup activity; or 
• Seeking and obtaining compensation from potentially responsible parties would 

involve excessive litigation and project delay, the cost of which would likely exceed 
the remediation cost, and which would be contrary to the public interest. 

 
In addition, FTA generally will not participate in the remediation of contamination 
discovered during construction, except where it has been demonstrated that appropriate 
environmental studies were performed, the results communicated to the appraiser prior to 



the appraisal, and the recommendations followed.   The transit agency must also have met 
one of the two exceptions above.2   
 
Note that if the transit project requires demolition of a building containing asbestos or lead 
paint, the remediation cost would be a project responsibility of the transit agency because 
the cleanup is necessitated by the demolition.  If the building was not being demolished for 
the project, the cleanup would not be required.  Information on any such contamination 
should be provided to the appraiser as soon as possible, and the appraiser may take the 
building condition into consideration in the determination of market value. 

 
5.2.2.  Acquisition. 
FTA’s circular on grant management requirements (latest version 5010.1D) describes the 
process that a project sponsor must follow if it wants to acquire property for an FTA-assisted 
project that is contaminated with hazardous substances.  The project sponsor needs to 
document these efforts to demonstrate that they made a good faith effort to identify those 
parties that are legally responsible to pay for cleanup (if any) under State law.  If the project 
sponsor is not able to identify potentially responsible parties to pay for the cleanup or 
provides acceptable justification for not seeking reimbursement, then the project sponsor 
must seek to ensure that the appraised value reflects appropriate remediation (i.e., 
remediation for the intended use and no more) costs to the extent allowed by State law.  All 
documentation supporting remediation cost estimates should be submitted to FTA real 
estate staff and the appraiser, including all ESAs that were conducted as a part of the 
environmental review process. 

 
6. References 

• Brownfields (EPA website)  
• The Revitalization Handbook (EPA) 
• Brownfields: All Appropriate Inquiries (EPA website) 
• EPA’s All Appropriate Inquires Rule, 40 CFR part 312 
• State Voluntary Cleanup Programs (EPA website) 
• Grant Management Requirements, FTA Circular 5010.1D  
• Hazardous Materials and Brownfields (FTA website)  

 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 
 
                                                 
2 State law sometimes prohibits an appraiser from considering certain aspects of contamination when doing the 
appraisal.  Further, in some cases, there may be little information on the potential contamination at the time of 
the appraiser available through no fault of the project sponsor.  The purpose of this policy is to ensure that a 
transit agency does any due diligence it can on potential contamination and ensure that is communicated to the 
appraiser in a timely fashion so that if State law allows it, that can be considered to the extent possible in the 
appraisal.  
 

http://www.epa.gov/brownfields/overview/glossary.htm
https://www.epa.gov/enforcement/revitalization-handbook
https://www.epa.gov/brownfields/brownfields-all-appropriate-inquiries
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title40/40cfr312_main_02.tpl
https://www.epa.gov/enforcement/state-voluntary-cleanup-programs
https://www.transit.dot.gov/regulations-and-guidance/fta-circulars/grant-management-requirements
http://www.fta.dot.gov/12347_2236.html
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1. Purpose 
The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations implementing the National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) (40 CFR parts 1500-1508) and FTA’s environmental regulations 
(23 CFR part 771) and guidance emphasize the importance of early and effective coordination 
with Federal, State, and local agencies in the preparation of environmental impact statements 
(EISs).  This SOP discusses the roles and responsibilities of various agencies in the environmental 
review process.   
 
2. Applicability/Scope  
The environmental review process for EISs includes three types of formal agency roles:  lead 
agency, cooperating agency, and participating agency.  This document addresses factors for 
determining how FTA participates in the environmental review process (i.e., as a lead, co-lead, 
cooperating, or participating agency), and how FTA Regional staff, in coordination with project 
sponsors, identify Federal, State, or local agencies to participate in the environmental review 
process as a co-lead, cooperating, or participating agencies.  Throughout the SOPs, agency roles 
are discussed further as they relate to the specific milestone or document type.   
 
For EAs, depending on impacts, early and effective coordination with other entities can also be 
important. 

 
3. Responsibilities 
FTA Regional staff should work closely with the project sponsor to define roles and 
responsibilities for agency coordination at the beginning of the environmental review process.  
It is recommended that FTA Regional staff conduct initial coordination with other Federal 
agencies and certain State agencies, such as the State Historic Preservation Office, to help 
ensure FTA involvement and engagement in the process.  Follow-up coordination with Federal 
agencies on technical matters, such as to fulfill a permit or process, and other coordination with 
State and local agencies may be handled by the project sponsor.     
 
FTA Regional staff are responsible for communications with Federally-recognized Indian tribes 
under government-to-government consultation.   
 
4. Standard Procedures 
 

4.1. Define FTA’s role in the process.  After determining that a project is eligible for and will 
likely receive FTA funding, the FTA Regional office determines FTA’s role in the 
environmental review process.  This should be done in coordination with the project 
sponsor and any other co-lead agencies, and may include discussions with other 



Federal, State, and local agencies.1  For more information on lead, cooperating, and 
participating agencies, review the SAFETEA-LU Environmental Review Process Final 
Guidance (2006).    
 

• Lead agency.  For projects that involve FTA funding only, FTA is the Federal lead 
agency for the project.  The project sponsor that will be the direct recipient of 
FTA funding will be a joint lead agency with FTA.  For projects that involve 
several Federal funding sources, FTA will determine its role in coordination with 
the other Federal agencies providing funding.  

 
A project sponsor may request that the Secretary of DOT designate an operating 
administration or secretarial office within DOT to serve as the Federal lead 
agency for the project.  This process is described in 23 U.S.C. § 139(e)(4), but 
FTA recommends project sponsors contact FTA prior to requesting the 
Secretary’s determination because FTA may be able to make the determination. 

 
• Joint lead Federal agency.  For projects that require both FTA and another 

Federal agency to take a Federal action, FTA and the other agency may choose 
to serve as joint lead Federal agencies or, preferably , one agency may choose to 
serve as a cooperating agency (see below).  Often a project with joint lead 
Federal agencies is a multimodal project and the other Federal agency involved 
is another Department of Transportation (DOT) modal administration.  This 
approach is not normally encouraged because it can complicate decisionmaking 
related to the environmental review process, but if it is pursued, the roles and 
responsibilities of the agencies should be clearly defined and documented in 
order to facilitate decisionmaking.  FTA’s decision on its role in the 
environmental review process depends on the relative magnitude of the transit 
elements of the multimodal project and the timing of FTA funding for the 
project. 

 
• Cooperating agency.  For projects that have multiple Federal funding sources or 

approvals, and for which FTA either has special expertise or expects to 
fund/approve a transit component, FTA may participate in the review process as 
a cooperating or participating agency (note these roles apply to EIS projects, 
specifically).  FTA should expect to serve in these roles when the FTA action is 
minimal or, in some cases, undetermined.  Note, cooperating agencies are also 
considered participating agencies so references to participating agencies in 23 
U.S.C. § 139 include cooperating agencies. 

 
Cooperating agencies have a higher degree of authority, responsibility, and 
involvement in the environmental review process. The two main advantages to 
participating in the environmental review process as a cooperating agency 

                                                      
1 If, at the project outset, it appears that the project will need Federal permits or approvals, FTA/project 
sponsor should coordinate with the Federal agency with jurisdiction by law over those permits or 
approvals when discussing agency roles.  This will help set the foundation for a single 
NEPA/environmental document (23 U.S.C. § 139(d)(8)), to the maximum extent practicable. 
 



instead of a participating agency are:  (1) a non-DOT cooperating agency may 
adopt without recirculating the EIS of a lead agency when, after an independent 
review of the statement, the cooperating agency concludes that its comments 
and suggestions have been satisfied2 (40 CFR 1506.3); and (2) lead agencies may 
share the administrative draft environmental document for review and 
comment with all or select cooperating agencies prior to publishing the 
documents for public review and comment.   

 
• Participating agency.  If the lead agency expects FTA will have an interest in the 

project, FTA will likely be invited to participate in the environmental review 
process.  If FTA is invited to participate pursuant to 23 U.S.C. § 139 or Title 41 of 
the FAST Act and the FTA Regional office determines FTA does not have an 
interest in the project, FTA must decline the invitation in writing and specify the 
reasons found in the applicable statutory provision. 

 
4.2. Identifying cooperating and participating agencies.  The SAFETEA-LU Environmental 

Review Process Final Guidance (2006) provides detailed guidance on whom and how to 
invite agencies to participate in FTA’s environmental review process as cooperating and 
participating agencies.  However, there are aspects not covered by the SAFETEA-LU 
Guidance, noted below, due to recent reauthorization. 
 

• Lead agency roles. 
 
o The lead agencies must establish the project coordination plan no later than 

90 days after EIS NOI publication (23 U.S.C. § 139(g)(1)(A)), and seek 
concurrence from all participating agencies on the schedule included in the 
coordination plan (23 U.S.C. § 139(g)(1)(B)); 

o The lead agencies must identify participating agencies no later than 45 days 
after publication of the Notice of Intent (23 U.S.C. § 139(d)(2)); 

o The lead agencies must develop the environmental checklist discussed at 23 
U.S.C. § 139(e)(5) in consultation with the participating agencies and when 
the lead agencies determine that a checklist would be appropriate;  

o The lead agencies must consider and respond to comments from 
participating agencies on matters within those agencies’ special expertise or 
jurisdiction (23 U.S.C. § 139(c));  

o FTA or the Secretary of DOT must respond in writing to EIS “review of 
application”/project notification requests within 45 days of receipt (23 
U.S.C. § 139(e)(3)); and 

o FTA must identify the participating agencies not participating in the 
development of the purpose and need and range of alternatives on the 
Federal Infrastructure Permitting Dashboard (23 U.S.C. § 139(o)(1)(A)(ii)).  
FTA policy is to request written notice from the participating agency stating 
it will not participate in the development of the purpose and need and 
range of alternatives in order for FTA to include the agency on the 
Dashboard under the 23 U.S.C. § 139(o) provision. 

                                                      
2 Adoption of environmental documents within DOT is governed by the process set out in 49 U.S.C. § 
304a. 



 
• Participating agency roles.   

 
o Participating agencies must provide comments within their special 

expertise/jurisdiction and use the environmental review process to address 
any environmental issues of concern to their agency (23 U.S.C. § 139(d)(9));    

o Participating agency concurrence is required on the project schedule to be 
included in the coordination plan (23 U.S.C. § 139(g)(1));3 and 

o Participating agencies must comply with the schedule within the 
coordination plan even if they decline to participate in the development of 
the purpose and need and the range of alternatives (23 U.S.C. § 
139(f)(4)(A)). 

 
4.3. Communicating responsibilities to participating and cooperating agencies.  Once FTA 

and the project sponsor have invited the cooperating and participating agencies using 
the standard invitation letter template (Attachment B to the SAFETEA-LU Environmental 
Review Process Final Guidance (2006)), discussions regarding roles and responsibilities 
will occur.  FTA and the project sponsor may choose to draft the roles and 
responsibilities and present them, along with the draft project schedule, in the 
coordination plan and request review and comment, and/or FTA and the project 
sponsor may hold an agency coordination meeting (in person or via tele-conference) to 
discuss roles and responsibilities.  Ultimately, the lead agency(s) will memorialize the 
roles and responsibilities of the lead agencies, cooperating and participating agencies, 
tribes, and the public in the EIS coordination plan.    

 
In addition to the responsibilities of being a participating agency, cooperating agencies 
(Federal agencies required to make an approval or take an action for a project) may be 
given additional responsibilities for reviewing or preparing sections of the EIS.  FTA and 
the project sponsor would outline these responsibilities in the coordination plan.   

 
4.4. Government-to-government consultation.  The United States has a unique legal and 

political relationship with Indian tribal governments, established through and confirmed 
by the Constitution of the United States, treaties, statutes, executive orders, and judicial 
decisions.4  As part of the project development and environmental review process, FTA 
Regional staff shall make a reasonable and good faith effort to identify Indian tribes that 
may have an interest in a project. Out of deference to Federally-recognized Indian 
tribes, FTA Regional staff should not contact these governments using the generic 
participating agency template letters and instead draft correspondence recognizing 
their sovereignty and potential interests. Correspondence must come from FTA staff.  If 
other communication arrangements are made for the course of the project, FTA 
Regional staff should include it in the coordination plan.  
  

                                                      
3 FTA will assume concurrence of participating agencies if no objections are received within 30 days of 
distribution of the schedule.   
4 Executive Order 13175: Consultation and Coordination with Indian Tribes; Presidential Memorandum on 
Tribal Consultation (November 5, 2009).   



4.5. Documenting agency coordination.  All agency coordination, whether conducted by 
FTA or the project sponsor, should be documented and saved in the project file.  Any 
correspondence containing decisions, determinations, findings, or agreements should 
be appended to the EIS.   

 
5. References 

• Efficient environmental reviews for project decisionmaking, 23 U.S.C. § 139 
• CEQ regulations implementing NEPA, 40 CFR Sections 1501.7 and 1508.25 
• SAFETEA-LU Environmental Review Process Final Guidance (2006)    
• Executive Order 13175: Consultation and Coordination with Indian Tribes 
• Presidential Memorandum on Tribal Consultation (2009) 

 
 
 

APPROVAL: _______________ 
Christopher S. Van Wyk 
Director, Office of Environmental Programs 

 
DATE:  8/11/2016__________________________ 
 

http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:23%20section:139%20edition:prelim)
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=f060fdb35f87140ac1c9d383a626d5e4&node=se40.33.1501_17&rgn=div8
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=f060fdb35f87140ac1c9d383a626d5e4&node=se40.33.1508_125&rgn=div8
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/hep/guidance/section6002/section6002.pdf
https://www.doi.gov/sites/doi.gov/files/migrated/subsistence/upload/EO13175.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/memorandum-tribal-consultation-signed-president
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