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Integrating Major Metropolitan 
Transportation Investment Study 
Process with National Environmental 
Policy Act Process 
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FHW A and Ff A recently adopted statewide and metropolitan planning 
regulations in response to the Intermodal Surface Transportation Effi­
ciency Act of 1991. These regulations, in part, created a process known 
as the major metropolitan transportation investment study that was de­
signed to evaluate the effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of alternative 
transportation investments. One of the intents of this process is to inte­
grate it with the environmental review process required under the Na­
tional Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA). The implications of 
integrating the two processes and the differences between each ap­
proach are explored. Specifically, review agencies and the general pub­
lic must be given adequate opportunity to evaluate the consequences of 
alternative actions at several levels, an activity that is often imple­
mented most successfully through the NEPA process. The two 
processes must also be integrated in recognition of differences in level 
of detail available at various stages of analysis, since major investment 
study appropriately would be performed at a broad, conceptual level for 
a variety of modal and intermodal alternatives, whereas NEPA requires 
enough design detail for fully assessing the environmental impacts of a 
specific project. Finally, the integration approach must account for tim­
ing differences between actions at the metropolitan planning organiza­
tion level and the project design level. It is suggested that the tiered or 
programmatic environmental impact statement (EIS) be applied as an 
approach to integrating major investment studies with NEPA under cer­
tain circumstances. The tiered EIS approach has the potential of pro­
viding a structure that enhances the cooperative process specified in the 
planning regulations, avoids redundant analyses, and accounts for 
differences in timing between planning and design efforts. 

The Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act of 1991 
(ISTEA) and its various implementing regulations have established 
systems and processes intended to strengthen transportation plan­
ning and project selection in the United States. The process-oriented 
requirements were established as the statewide and metropolitan 
planning regulations of FHW A and Ff A on October 28, 1993 (1). 
The changes in transportation planning practice engendered by 
these regulations evolve over time while transportation planners test 
and adapt approaches intended to fulfill the requirements and intent 
of the regulations. As is typical of process-oriented regulations, the 
actual implementation will most likely be subject to interpretation, 
and interpretations are likely to vary by situation. 

One of the specific requirements of FHW A's and Ff A's metro­
politan planning regulations that has stimulated much discussion 
among transportation planners is that of the major metropolitan 
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transportation investment study. The complexity and uncertainty 
associated with this type of study is demonstrated by the variety of 
terms used by transportation agencies across the country to describe 
it, including major investment analysis, major investment study, 
major transportation investment analysis, and major transportation 
investment study/alternatives analysis. For purposes of this discus­
sion, the general terms "major investment analysis" and "major 
investment study" will be used interchangeably throughout. 

The intent of the major investment study is to identify early in the 
planning process the major investment alternatives and strategies 
that will most likely be the most effective and cost-effective when 
evaluated in relation to a variety of factors. However, the implica­
tion of the requirement for preparing a major investment study is 
that the total time involved from project or plan inception to final 
project approval under the National Environmental Policy Act of 
1969 (NEPA) process may increase dramatically beyond the al­
ready time-consuming environmental process. The issue at hand is 
how to integrate the major investment study and NEPA processes 
in an effort to streamline the overall time required from beginning 
of project planning to final NEPA approval, and to do it in a man­
ner that is consistent with the intent of both processes. 

Before the published release of the federal metropolitan planning 
regulations, Ff A required a combined alternatives analysis/draft en­
vironmental impact statement process for certain projects proposed 
with discretionary Section 3 "New Start" funding. This Ff A com­
bined process has been superseded by the major investment study, 
which does not explicitly integrate it with NEPA, although both Ff A 
and FHW A are preparing new environmental regulations to modify 
their procedures in response to the new requirement. These regula­
tions were anticipated to be published sometime in early 1995. 

One potential method of integrating the major investment study 
and NEPA processes is that of adapting tiered or programmatic en­
vironmental impact statements (EISs) to respond to the early de­
velopment and analysis of major transportation investment alterna­
tives. Under certain conditions, this method appears to be a 
workable solution to streamlining and integrating the two processes, 
regardless of the actual revised environmental regulations that ulti­
mately will be published by FHW A and Ff A. The tiered EIS ap­
proach and its potential applicability to the major investment study 
requirement under certain circumstances is explored in further de­
tail in this paper. The interpretation of the existing rules and regu­
lations on major investment studies and tiered EISs and the result­
ing conclusions are entirely those of the authors and are presented 
in an effort to promote further understanding of the complex rela­
tionship between major investment analysis and NEPA, as well as 
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an attempt to identify an approach that may be most suitable for in­
tegrating the two processes under certain situations. 

MAJOR INVESTMENT STUDIES 

Fundamentals of Process 

A major metropolitan transportation investment is defined in the 
FHW A and Ff A metropolitan planning regulations as "a high-type 
highway or transit improvement of substantial cost that is expected 
to have a significant effect on capacity, traffic flow, level of service, 
or mode share at the transportation corridor or subarea scale" (J). 
Major transportation investments may include, but are not necessar­
ily limited to (a) construction of new partially controlled principal 
arterials, (b) extension of partially controlled principal arterials for a 
distance of 1 mi or more ( c) capacity expansion equivalent to one or 
more lanes on partially controlled principal arterials, (d) construction 
or extension of high-occupancy vehicle facilities or fixed-guideway 
transit facilities for a distance of 1 mi or more, (e) addition of lanes 
or tracks to fixed guideways for a distance of 1 mi or more, and (f) 
substantial increases in transit service on a fixed guideway. 

The regulations further state that "where the need for a major 
metropolitan transportation investment is identified, and Federal 
funds are potentially involved, major investment (corridor or sub­
area) studies shall be undertaken to develop or refine the plan and 
lead to decisions by the MPO" (metropolitan planning organization) 
(1). In other words, any major federally funded investment that is 
proposed to result in a significant transportation improvement 
within an MPO's jurisdictional region must first undergo a major 
investment analysis to identify and evaluate all reasonable alterna­
tives. Although the major investment studies may be performed by 
the MPO, the state, or the proposing transit operator, the study must 
be completed before the inclusion, or at least the finalization, of the 
particular investment in the transportation plan and transportation 
improvement program (TIP) prepared by the MPO and ultimately 
incorporated into the overall state plan and TIP. In this regard, the 
major investment analysis is intended to be an early planning tool 
used in decision making. 

Major investment studies are intended to evaluate the effectiveness 
and cost-effectiveness of alternative investments or strategies, con­
sidering direct and indirect costs of reasonable alternatives and such 
factors as mobility improvements, safety, operating efficiencies, land 
use and economic development, financing, energy consumption, and 
social, economic, and environmental effects. These factors are es­
sentially the same as the factors previously required to be considered 
as part of Ff A's alternatives analysis process, although they have 
been expanded to include highway and transit options as well as mul­
timodal options. The intent of the major investment analysis is to pro­
vide a very broad and well-balanced consideration of multimodal and 
intermodal choices to improve the performance of the transportation 
system within a given corridor (i.e., linear transportation service area) 
or subarea (i.e., nonlinear part of a metropolitan area). The intended 
result of the analysis is to identify the preferred alternative or set of 
alternatives appropriate for that corridor or subarea, after taking into 
account the full array of potential effectiveness and cost-effectiveness 
factors. 

Relationship of Major Investment Study to NEPA 

Since it is not the intent of this paper to provide a full interpretation 
or practical application of the regulations and requirements of major 
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investment analysis as a planning tool, no further discussion on this 
specific topic is warranted. However, it is appropriate to identify 
ways in which regulations relate this effort to the environmental 
studies required pursuant to NEPA. The preamble to the regulations 
specifically states that "these studies should be undertaken with the 
intent that they will substantially improve the linkage between the 
planning process and environmental review process" (J). The intent 
in this regard is to minimize or reduce redundancies in analysis as 
well as to incorporate early consideration of environmental impacts 
in all major transportation investment decisions. 

The regulations allow the major investment studies to relate to 
the environmental studies in either of two ways. First, the major in­
vestment study can be used as input to an environmental assessment 
(EA) or EIS prepared subsequent to the completion of the study. Al­
ternatively, a draft EA or EIS can be prepared as part of the major 
investment study, in order to address one or more of the effective­
ness and cost-effectiveness evaluation factors identified earlier. 

The first option establishes that an EA or EIS prepared for a spe­
cific project would incorporate by reference the findings of a previ­
ously prepared major investment study and the alternatives plan­
ning process leading to the selection of a preferred alternative or set 
of alternatives. Although this approach would allow the environ­
mental documentation to focus on the preferred alternatives from 
the outset, thereby potentially streamlining the EA/EIS process, it 
does present an inherent risk that could result in an even longer ap­
proval process than if the full range of alternatives were considered 
initially as part of that process. This is because environmental and 
resource agencies such as the Environmental Protection Agency 
and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers are less likely to become in­
volved in a major investment study that is performed before and 
outside of the NEPA process than if all reasonable alternatives are 
identified and assessed equally as part of that process. Given the 
competing project commitments and time constraints on the staffs 
of such agencies, it is probable that unless and until the NEPA 
process is officially initiated and under way, these agencies will not 
be active participants in the early project planning efforts, even 
though provisions are made in the regulations to allow agency co­
ordination. As a result, when the preferred alternative is presented 
to the agencies during initial project scoping under NEPA, the agen­
cies conceivably could request reinvestigation of alternatives that 
have already been rejected or even conclude outright rejection of the I 
preferred alternative. / 

The issue related to the first integration approach actually leads,di­
rectly into a more fundamental issue. The fact that the major inyest­
ment analysis is supposed to result in a selection of a preferred al­
ternative or set of alternatives that would occur outside of the NEPA 
process could result in a basic violation of NEPA. The Council on 
Environmental Quality's (CEQ's) NEPA regulations specifically re­
quire that all reasonable alternatives be considered and presented in 
comparative form (2). Although only the preferred alternative iden­
tified through major investment analysis would be carried forth for 
NEPA documentation and review, other alternatives that were orig­
inally considered may also have been reasonable and should have 
been subjected to public review under NEPA. As a result, a literal in­
terpretation of the intent of the major investment analysis to identify 
the preferred alternative would always eliminate any other alterna­
tives from any real consideration within the EA/EIS process. This 
outcome could generate a high level of controversy from environ­
mental and other review agencies, as well as members of the public, 
who believe that the sponsor and lead federal agency (or agencies) 
had reached a decision before even starting the NEPA process. 
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The second option of integrating the major investment studies 
and the environmental process would eliminate the potential prob­
lem associated with the first scenario because the sponsor agency 
and the lead federal agency would actually develop a draft or even 
a final federal environmental document as part of the corridor or 
.subarea study. However, there are two basic problems with this sec­
ond approach to integrating the major investment analysis and 
NEPA. The first is that the level of analysis of alternatives required 
for the two separate procedures is different. For major investment, 
a broad array of modal and intermodal alternatives would be devel­
oped and considered in a broad fashion since the intent is. to iden­
tify a single strategy or combination of strategies that best satisfies 
the particular need within the subject corridor or subarea. Therefore, 
the level of environmental information that is required at this stage 
is much less detailed than that required for a full EA or EIS analy­
sis. It would be inappropriate, in fact, even to attempt to study the 
broad range of alternatives at this point in the same level of detail 
as in a conventional EA or EIS, since it is inevitable that many of 
these alternatives will be eliminated from further consideration on 
the basis of factors other than environmental, and therefore such 
study would result in a great deal of wasted effort. Similarly, it is 
unlikely that the broad array of alternatives developed at the major 
investment analysis stage would be at a sufficient level of detail to 
allow a complete environmental investigation to occur at the level 
required for a conventional EA or EIS. 

The other problem associated with the second approach is one of 
timing. The regulations require that the major investment study be 
prepared before the inclusion or finalization of a given project or 
group of projects on the MPO's transportation plan and TIP. Once 
the major investment study has been completed and the project has 
been included in the MPO planning, it could be several years before 
it is intended to achieve the level of design necessary to evaluate the 
environmental impacts of the project under NEPA. Therefore, if 
major investment analysis is integrated with NEPA using a con­
ventional EA or EIS approach, the process of environmental docu­
mentation and review under NEPA could not be completed until a 
sufficient level of design has been achieved. The result would be a 
seemingly endless NEPA process that would delay any single ele­
ment or project proposed within a given corridor or subarea from 
proceeding until the process has been completed entirely for all of 
the components of the preferred alternative. 

Hypothetical Case Study 

Using a hypothetical example to illustrate each of these issues, sup­
pose that a major investment analysis of a 20-mi corridor in a 
rapidly suburbanizing area is proposed. The corridor already con­
tains an arterial highway running from end to end, ranging from two 
lanes in some areas to four lanes in others. In general, this highway 
and some of the approach roadways at major intersections suffer 
from extreme congestion problems during peak commuting hours. 
Two separate bus lines provide service along portions of the corri­
dor, and a third line crosses the corridor from end to end. Other · 
modes and transportation services are virtually nonexistent. Fifteen 
basic alternatives or combinations of alternatives are identified ini­
tially as being reasonable, including construction of a new limited­
access highway on any of three general alignments, widening of the 
existing highway, specific spot and intersection improvements, the 
use of a variety of transportation control measures (TCMs), the pro­
vision of pedestrian and bicycle facilities, transit service upgrades, 
and the construction of one or more park-and-ride facilities. 
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The broad range of alternative strategies for reducing the con­
gestion within the corridor necessitates a broad level of analysis for 
assessing the relative ability of each to respond to the overall corri­
dor need. Initially, each alternative would be developed to a sketch 
level of detail in order to assess each one's effectiveness, cost­
effectiveness, general environmental issues, operational efficien­
cies, potential financing mechanisms, relative degree of safety, and 
so on. Unless it becomes the intent of the sponsor and lead federal 
agencies to perform a complete and detailed analysis of all 15 al­
ternatives without knowing which will actually satisfy the need, the 
outcome of the sketch level of analysis could be to select the pre­
ferred alternatives or to narrow the range of viable choices to a more 
manageable number that will be studied in some greater level of de­
tail under NEPA. Either way, at the conclusion of the major invest­
ment study, the preferred alternatives will be identified and included 
on the MPO's transportation plan and TIP. 

Assume that in the hypothetical example, the major investment 
study resulted in a preferred alternative that included a new limited­
access highway in addition to construction of one park-and-ride lot. 
Under the first scenario of integrating major investment analysis 
and NEPA, once the various review agencies and general public be­
come involved in the project via the NEPA review process, it would 
not be surprising if they were to disagree with the preferred alter­
native combination that was previously chosen and argue that a dif­
ferent alternative-such as a park-and-ri?e lot in conjunction with 
transit service upgrades, spot improvements on the existing high­
way, and several TCMs instead of the new limited-access high­
way-would be more appropriate. In this case, the fact that a pre­
ferred alternative was already selected without their participation 
becomes in itself a major issue, even though input may have been 
solicited unsuccessfully from them during the course of major in­
vestment study preparation due to their existing commitments on 
NEPA-related projects. A fundamental disagreement between re­
source agencies and the project sponsor agency on the composition 
of the preferred alternative could force the sponsor agency to re­
consider its earlier decision, thereby requiring a new alternative 
combination to be selected with concomitant additional environ­
mental investigations. The result could be a lengthier review and 
approval process because of the lack of specific review authority 
provided to the resource agencies outside the NEPA process and, 
therefore, the inability of those agencies to become involved until 
after the major investment analysis is completed. 

Similarly, the general public would be less likely to become in­
volved in the major investment decision-making process if it pre­
cedes NEPA because of the more conceptual nature of this process, 
especially given that the results of major investment analysis be­
come further diluted in the metropolitan long-range transportation 
plan. In this regard, the most meaningful public involvement usu­
ally occurs when people are aware that they may be affected directly 
by a design or location decision, which would normally happen at 
the time that more detailed information becomes available, such as 
when an EA or EIS is being undertaken. 

Consider the hypothetical example again using the second option 
for integrating major investment analysis and NEPA. Given the di­
versity of the alternatives being considered, the first step should be 
a determination of how well each alternative satisfies the overall 
corridor problem and need, with an analysis of environmental im­
pacts at a level sufficient to compare generally each against the oth­
ers. The level of detail required to perform such an analysis could 
be purely conceptual, with plan drawings at a scale of 1 in. = 400 
ft or smaller. This level of detail, used in conjunction with traffic 
demand studies, is certainly adequate to determine whether a par-
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ticular alternative would satisfy demand and to provide a general in­
dication of how each would most likely affect the environment so 
that a comparative evaluation could be m~de. 

On the basis of this information, a preferred alternative could cer­
tainly be selected as part of the major investment analysis, but an 
insufficient basis exists for evaluating and making decisions about 
alternatives for conventional EA or EIS purposes. For instance, it 
should be possible at this stage to determine if only construction of 
a new limited-access roadway, with or without other improvements 
as well, would satisfy the need for the corridor, as well as the num­
ber of lanes and interchanges that are appropriate. Conversely, it 
could be determined if a variety of TCMs, improved transit facili­
ties and services, and the construction of a park-and-ride lot would 
meet the demand and minimize environmental impacts. Since de­
tails of the number of acres of wetlands and farmlands to be affected 
and the full range of other potential impacts cannot be determined 
precisely until more detailed plans are developed, either a decision 
on the preferred alternative must be postponed until later in the 
NEPA process, when greater detail on the alternatives has been de­
veloped, or more detailed plans must be prepared from the outset. 
Either way, the preferred alternative should be identified early 
enough in the process so that it can be placed in the MPO' s or state's 
transportation plan in a timely fashion. 

The timing issue associated with the second integration approach 
can also be illustrated with this hypothetical example. Once the new 
limited-access highway and park-and-ride lot have been identified 
as the projects in the preferred alternative and have been included 
in the MPO's transportation plan and TIP, it is possible that one of 
the projects-say, the highway-is scheduled to be implemented 
several years after the other-in this case, the park-and-ride lot. Ac­
cordingly, the design of the highway would probably lag behind that 
of the park-and-ride lot by several years as well. By linking the 
major investment study with a conventional EA oi EIS process, de­
lays could be experienced since the EA/EIS could not be completed 
to an adequate level of detail until the greater level of design of both 
projects is completed. Therefore, in this case, the overall approval 
process could actually take muc;h longer than expected, despite the 
intent to streamline the overall process by integrating major trans­
portation investment analysis and NEPA. 

Obviously, the particular issues just presented are not guaranteed 
to develop on all projects, but the potential does exist. Given this 
possibility, if would be preferable to use an approach that would sat­
isfy the intent of integrating major investment analysis and NEPA 
while reducing the potential for these issues to occur. One approach 
that appears to have some merit in this regard and deserves further 
consideration before the federal environmental regulations are re­
vised by FHW A and FT A is the use of tiered EISs, including a pro­
grammatic or Tier 1 EIS to address the full range of broad alterna­
tives considered as part of the major investment study, followed by 
one or more project-specific EAs or EISs. Details on programmatic 
or Tier 1 EISs and their potential use for this purpose follow. 

TIERED EIS PROCESS 

Fundamentals of Process 

The concept of tiered EISs is based on the fact that the CEQ, in its 
NEPA regulations, allows for a process known as tiering (2). This 
process refers to the coverage of general matters in broader envi­
ronmental impact statements (such as for a program, plan, or pol-
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icy), followed by more focused, narrower statements or analyses 
(such as for a site-specific project) that incorporate by reference the 
general discussions of the broader-based document. Tiering has 
been determined by CEQ as being appropriate under either of two 
basic conditions: 

1. When a program, plan, or policy is evaluated within an EIS, 
followed by a separate EIS or analysis of a program, plan, or policy 
of lesser scope or a site-specific project; and 

2. When a specific action at an early stage (such as need and site 
selection) is evaluated within an EIS, followed by a supplement or 
subsequent EIS or analysis of a more specific element (such as 
environmental mitigation). 

Programmatic or Tier 1 EISs, which would be the first-tiered en­
vironmental documentation required under either of the preceding 
conditions, represent an opportunity to focus on environmental im­
pacts of federal programs before the commitment of major funding, 
as well as an opportunity to consider environmental issues early in 
the planning process. Programmatic EISs make up only a small per­
centage of the total EISs prepared throughout the country during a 
given year, although use of such documents is increasing as more 
agencies recognize the value and legal validity of programmatic as­
sessment. Although guidance on preparing environmental docu­
ments at a programmatic level is limited, traditionally the level of 
detail available for analyzing the environmental effects at this stage 
is somewhat broad and general, while projects are developed to 
greater specificity for subsequent environmental documentation. 
Even so, the programmatic EIS must contain enough information to 
conduct a meaningful evaluation. 

In the transportation arena, FHW A has included the concept of 
preparing tiered environmental documents in its own regulations 
prepared for implementing NEPA and CEQ's regulations (3). These 
regulations state the following: 

For major transportation actions, the tiering of EISs .as discussed in the 
CEQ regulation ... may be appropriate. The first tier EIS would focus 
on broad issues such as general location, mode choice, and areawide 
air quality and land use implications of the major alternatives. The sec­
ond tier would address site-specific details on project impacts, costs, 
and mitigation measures. 

Despite the provision for tiered EISs in FHW A's regulations, the 
concept has been used only rarely for highway development proj­
ects in this country. Programmatic studies are known to have been 
utilized as a method of preserving transportation rights of way in 
rapidly developing areas. For instance, a programmatic EIS, re­
ferred to by the Nevada Department of Transportation and FHW A 
as a Tier 1 EIS, is being prepared for that purpose for a proposed 
beltway around the western and northern perimeters of Las Vegas. 
A Tier 2 EIS addressing the actual transportation improvement will 
be prepared after the proposed corridor(s) have been preserved and 
the project has been designed to a greater level of detail. 

Although tiered studies give an agency the opportunity to begin 
the NEPA process for a project that is not yet well developed, some 
opponents of the tiered assessment process have argued that such 
studies result in an additional and unnecessary stage of NEPA re­
view, which ultimately increases the total time involved and results 
in duplication of analysis between stages. Although there may be 
some truth to these claims at times, tiered EIS studies do have a 
place in the NEPA process and can yield overall time benefits under 
appropriate circumstances. 
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Integration of Tiered EIS Process with 
Major Investment Analysis 

As discussed previously, metropolitan planning regulations state 
that the major investment analysis should be undertaken and prefer­
ably completed relatively early in the planning process, since the 
scope and design concept to be included in the MPO's or state's 
transportation plan cannot be made final until such analysis is com­
pleted and a preferred alternative or combination of alternatives is 
identified. The wide variety of potential transportation alternatives 
to be considered for major investment, each developed to a con­
ceptual or general level of detail, appears to make an environmen­
tal impacts evaluation particularly suited to the tiered EIS approach. 
In this manner, the alternatives assessment and selection of pre­
ferred alternatives can be performed early in the planning process, 
using limited design detail, but still be covered by NEPA review. 
Therefore, when the MPO decides to include a project in its trans­
portation plan and subsequently in its TIP, the selection of that 
project will already have complied with NEPA as well. In tum, the 
project sponsor agency would be satisfied before initiating a more 
detailed design and environmental evaluation that the project is ac­
ceptable to the MPO and has a "real" commitment to funding allo­
cation. This would also ensure that all relevant review and resource 
agencies are involved in the alternatives study from the outset be­
cause it will be incorporated into a formal NEPA review process, 
complete with project scoping and public outreach. 

Figure 1 identifies a reasonable sequence of events that illustrates 
the potential to integrate major investment analysis into the NEPA 
process using a tiered assessment approach. The sequence begins 
with an initiation of conceptual alternatives development, encom­
passing the full range of potential transportation improvements for 
a given corridor or subarea, and the initiation of a Tier 1 EIS. Dur­
ing the course of Tier 1 EIS preparation, the major investment 
analysis would be undertaken, including an analysis of purpose and 
need and a variety of broad transportation concepts, culminating in 
the selection of a preferred alternative or set of alternatives. The 
Tier l Draft EIS would then present the results of the evaluation of 
all reasonable alternative concepts and identify the preferred alter­
native, assuming that the major investment analysis is completed by 
that time. Otherwise, the preferred alternative would not be ·pre­
sented until the Tier 1 Final EIS. Either way, this entire Tier 1 EIS 
process would precede the MPO' s inclusion or finalization of the 
project on its transportation plan and TIP. 

While the process of including the project on the plan and TIP is 
under way (or already completed), the preferred alternative can be 
refined and developed to a greater level of detail. At this point, a 
more specific and focused environmental document, which could be 
either an EA or Tier 2 EIS depending on the scale of the project, 
would also be initiated. During this analysis details pertaining to 
project design and location, possibly resulting in several alterna­
tives in this regard, would be developed and studied in terms of en­
vironmental impact. Preferably, the project already would have 
been evaluated for its air quality conformity and included in the 
MPO' s plan and TIP prior to Draft EA (if applicable) or Tier 2 Draft 
EIS publication. However, these actions for which the MPO is re­
sponsible would have to be completed at least before Tier 2 Final 
EA/EIS completion and subsequent federal project approval. 

Use of Tiered EIS Process in Hypothetical Case Study 

Applying the previous sequence of events to the hypothetical exam­
ple presented earlier provides a clear picture of the entire process. 
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During project initiation, a long list of potential alternative trans­
portation strategies would be developed and subjected to a qualita­
tive analysis in order to reduce the field to 15 altemati ves that appear 
to be reasonable given the specific nature of the problem and the cor­
ridor or subarea. At this point, the 15 broad alternatives would be de­
veloped to a conceptual level and presented to resource agencies and 
the general public, as appropriate, through Tier 1 EIS project scop­
ing. As major investment analysis proceeds, these 15 alternatives 
would be evaluated in terms of ability to satisfy need and the com­
plete range of other evaluation factors required for consideration, in­
cluding an environmental analysis to a level appropriate given the 
conceptual nature of the alternatives. The result is the selection of a 
new four-lane, limited-access highway several miles to the north of 
the existing arterial highway running through the length of the cor­
ridor, in addition to the construction of one park-and-ride lot at a pro­
posed interchange near the middle of the project, with the park-and­
ride intended to be constructed several years before the new 
highway. This result of the major investment study and the informa­
tion on all 15 alternatives investigated are then presented in the Tier 
1 Draft EIS, before being modified in the Tier 1 Final EIS in response 
to public comments received. At this point, the regulatory and other 
resource agencies should have reached a general acceptance of the 
purpose and need and the general alternative concepts. 

The MPO would then initiate air quality conformity studies to en­
sure that if the construction of a new four-lane, limited-access high­
way and park-and-ride lot were to be included on its transportation 
plan and TIP, they would still conform to the state implementation 
plan (SIP). At that point, both elements of the preferred alternative 
would be approved by the MPO. 

Once it is known that the project will conform with the SIP and 
is being included in the MPO's plan and TIP, the proposed new 
highway alignment and park-and-ride lot can be engineered to a 
greater level of detail, such as a scale of 1 in. = 100 ft or larger. In 
the interest of time, however, the project sponsor may begin its Tier 
2 studies while the MPO is preparing its SIP conformity work and 
transportation plan and TIP. At this point, minor location and de­
sign alternatives can be developedjn an attempt to minimize envi­
ronmental impacts, provided that they do not change significantly 
the results of the major investment study that was already com­
pleted. These alternatives would be presented in the Tier 2 envi­
ronmental documents, as appropriate, before final approval. Be­
cause the general concepts were considered and approved in a Tier 
1 EIS, it is possible that at this stage of project development and 
evaluation, an EA, or even separate EAs for each part of the project, 
will suffice rather than a full Tier 2 EIS. Since the park-and-ride lot 
and the new highway are proposed to be designed and constructed 
under separate schedules, it may be preferable and appropriate to 
prepare separate environmental documents, assuming that they 
have independent utility and the cumulative effects of both projects 
were addressed in the Tier 1 EIS. 

Circumstances of Applicability of Tiered EIS Approach 

The most appropriate application of the tiered EIS approach to 
major investment study is in situations for which a wide variety of 
modal and intermodal options are available and reasonable to sat­
isfy an apparent need within a corridor or subarea, such as the case 
presented in the hypothetical case study. The actual number of op­
tions that would have to exist before a sponsor agency could antic­
ipate the benefits of using a tiered environmental approach is purely 
subjective and would undoubtedly be applied on a case-by-case 
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basis. This approach is also particularly applicable when there is an­
ticipated to be significant opposition to a particular project, or at least 
to a particular alternative. By using a tiered EIS approach, input from 
the agencies and the public can be received even before the full range 
of modal and intermodal options is developed. The conclusion of the 
major investment study and Tier 1 EIS, at least in theory, would be 
a general approval and acceptance of the preferred alternatives be­
fore any further development or consideration of the specifics of that 
alternative or combination of alternatives is performed. 

It is recognized that without a sufficient number of transportation 
system alternatives available within a corridor or subarea, applica­
tion of the tiered EIS approach would not necessarily offer the best 
opportunity for streamlining the overall approval process and al­
lowing a project to get under construction as quickly and efficiently 
as the project need demands. If the types of options are limited, then 
a sponsor agency can more quickly move to the specifics of a given 
type of alternative. However, even in such cases, adequate demon­
stration and documentation within the NEPA process that other op­
tions are virtually non-existent within the corridor or subarea may 
be the key to a project's success. 

For situations in which a wide variety of modal and intermodal op­
tions initially are proposed to be considered in the major investment 
study, and when there is a high potential that the preferred alternative 
could include more than one project within the corridor or subarea, 
the potential is also high that the individual projects will be designed 
on separate schedule tracks. It would be entirely plausible if one or 
more of the projects were proposed to occur a number of years after 
the first. This difference in schedule may be due to funding limitations 
or higher priorities at the state and MPO levels. The tiered approach 
allows the individual projects to proceed on separate schedules, 
thereby relating the NEPA requirements with the actions proposed in 
the transportation plan and TIP more effectively and efficiently. 

) 
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CONCLUSIONS 

This paper has presented a potential approach for dealing with a 
compl~x set of new regulations requiring that a major investment 
study be performed whenever a major transportation investment is 
being contemplated. The ability to develop a workable approach for 
integrating major investment analysis into the NEPA process is an 
important element in evaluating the long-term success of this new 
requirement for alternatives assessment. The tiered EIS approach 
that is presented for integrating the two separate processes is an at­
tempt to demonstrate to transportation planners and transportation 
agencies that workable options do exist, even if they require the 
consideration of techniques that traditionally have been avoided 
whenever possible. Under certain circumstances, the tiered EIS ap­
proach appears to have the potential to successfully link major in­
vestment analysis and NEPA, provide a structure for regulatory 
agency and public involvement, avoid redundant analyses, and 
allow for differences in timing between the MPO's actions and the 
project sponsor's design development efforts. 
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