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1.0. Introduction and Overview of Findings

1.1. Research Objective

Under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), state departments of
transportation (DOTS) invest considerable time, resources, and talent in compiling
detailed information about environmental issues associated with federally funded projects
and actions. The resulting documents are needed to guide key decisions about project
options. Participants in all aspects of the NEPA process recognize, however, that
managing the content of documents is often challenging.

Federal NEPA guidance and regulations continue to grow in complexity and the time and
cost incurred in preparing large environmental documents have grown as well. The length
and complexity of environmental documents may, in fact, deter some from reading and
comprehending them, which is antithetical to their very purpose. In addition, project
delivery timeframes and overall project costs may be adversely affected by the increased
time and effort involved with NEPA document content.

AASHTQ’s Standing Committee on Environment (SCOE), comprised of the state DOTS,
has sought guidance and strategies for creating Environmental Impact Statements (EISs)
and Environmental Assessments (EAS) that are clearer and more concise and that support
timely and effective decision-making. The research objective of this project, as identified
in the original NCHRP 25-25 (Task 1) Scope of Work is to:

“Identify best practices about the amount of data, detail, and
documentation needed to support Environmental Assessment or
Environmental Impact Statement documents prepared under NEPA for
major transportation projects.”

The research team’s efforts have identified a range of effective content- and format-
related practices, which appear to have widespread applicability and that have been tested
in individual NEPA documents. This report reviews these documents and synthesizes the
findings into suggested techniques as well as a possible “Blueprint” for creating
improved NEPA documents.

1.2. Research Methodology

The research methodology for this project focused on identifying exemplary approaches
in the form and content of NEPA documents for managing the volume of data and level
of detail, for clarity in the quality of writing and graphic presentation, and for the way in
which they “tell the story” in an easy-to-follow and engaging manner. Three components
form the basis of the research methodology:

e Interviews with Experienced NEPA Practitioners in Transportation and
Resource Agencies. The team interviewed 30 federal- and state-level practitioners




involved in NEPA document preparation and review including Federal Highway
Administration (FHWA) and Federal Transit Administration (FTA) headquarters
staff, FHWA resource center legal services staff, federal resource agency staff
(including personnel at the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), Army Corps of
Engineers (COE), and Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS)), as well as staff from several
state DOTSs. Interviews with federal-level staff focused on identifying exemplary
practices from among the states, while interviews with state-level staff were used to
gather information on projects for which environmental documents contained
exemplary environmental practices. Collectively, the interviews offered a snapshot of
best practices based on the views of a diverse group of experienced practitioners.

e Electronic and Print Information Requests to State-level Practitioners. The
team’s contacts with individual practitioners were supported by electronic and print
communication to request information on innovative NEPA document form and
content. This included a formal email request to AASHTO Standing Committee on
Environment (SCOE) members from AASHTO’s Director of Environmental
Programs, an informal request for suggestions posted on the FHWA'’s “re:NEPA”
electronic discussion board, and a verbal as well as a printed request at the SCOE
annual meeting in Snowbird, Utah in 2004.

e Review of NEPA Documents for Selected Transit, Rail, and Highway Projects.
Individual documents were obtained from several sources, including contacts at state
DOTs and from the libraries of EIS documents kept by FHWA and FTA headquarters
staffs to which the research team had free access. The team reviewed numerous
documents from these libraries using simple screening criteria (such as document
length, use of graphics, etc.) to identify exemplary characteristics. Ten NEPA
documents were selected for a more detailed review.

In parallel with this research, AASHTO, along with the American Council of Engineering
Companies (ACEC) and FHWA are engaged in an effort to improve the quality of
environmental documents. The results of the recent AASHTO-ACEC-FHWA survey and
related workshop were considered in this research. Additionally, it is now a goal of this
research to contribute to this effort, which is expected to be ongoing in 2005 and beyond.

1.3. Overview of Report

According to practitioners interviewed for this project, and substantiated by this research,
few NEPA documents stand out in their totality in offering exemplary approaches for
form and content. In fact, interviewees had trouble identifying a single document that
they felt merited a “best practices” designation in all aspects.

As many practitioners explained during the interviews, while the detail of each document
is project-specific, most are actually very similar in overall style and content. Several
practitioners emphasized that concerns about legal sufficiency of NEPA documents often
cause agencies to err on the side of caution in meeting prescribed formats and in deciding
what information to include in their documents. In this environment, practitioners say,




NEPA document issues such as format, content, length, organization, and ‘readability’
may take a backseat to the perceived safety of following a standardized approach. This is
despite expressions in key regulations and guidance from the Council on Environmental
Quality (CEQ) and FHWA, which emphasize brevity and relevance in NEPA document
content. The CEQ’s regulations, for example, state that an EIS shall normally be less than
150 pages, while FHWA’s Technical Advisory states that “environmental documents
should be concise, clear, and to the point.”

Chapter 2, “Summary of Research Results” includes a brief summary of salient
comments gathered in interviews and concise profiles of ten NEPA documents that
feature best practices in the amount of data, detail, or documentation needed to support
EA or EIS documents. Most of the documents identified include one or more sections
that are considered exemplary. While none individually can be said to represent the
overall model document that virtually any experienced practitioner would cite as being
“ideal” in all aspects, taken collectively as a group they do reflect a wide array of
excellent practices that are reported in Chapter 3. Also included in Chapter 2 is a
discussion of the results to date of the ongoing AASHTO-ACEC-FHWA initiative to
improve the quality of environmental documents.

Based on the interviews conducted, input from practitioners, and documents reviewed,
this report synthesizes best practices into recommended techniques for improving NEPA
documents (Chapter 3) and a potential Blueprint for NEPA document content that builds
upon current approaches (Chapter 4).

Chapter 3, “Techniques for Improving NEPA Documents” offers a menu of
techniques applicable to all document preparers for improving NEPA documents. The
recommended techniques address:

e Organization and format;
e Visual aspects; and
e Writing style.

Chapter 4, “Blueprint for Better NEPA Document Content” weaves together the
lessons learned from individual practitioners and from individual documents to offer a
framework intended to improve NEPA documents. The Blueprint also is intended to
stimulate interest and thinking among resource agencies and DOTSs to find new and
different ways to create clearer, more concise NEPA documents. It offers project
sponsors a more coherent approach that “tells the story” through improved organization
and content. The Blueprint includes three core components — Summary, Main Body, and
Appendices/Technical Reports. The Main Body is further divided into six chapters:

1. Purpose and Need
2. Alternatives
3. Environmental Resources, Impacts, and Mitigation




4. Public Comments and Agency Coordination
5. Section 4(f) Chapter (if needed)
6. Comparison and Selection of Alternatives

Chapter 5, “Legal Sufficiency Considerations’ gives a brief overview of the legal
sufficiency issues that must be taken into account when considering ways to improve the
content of NEPA documents. This chapter emphasizes that efforts to improve the
readability of NEPA documents may actually enhance the legal defensibility of those
documents.

Chapter 6, “Conclusions” reinforces the research findings and recommendations.

For convenience and consistency, throughout the report, when referring to environmental
documents, most often this means draft and final environmental impact statements. Most
of the research findings and recommendations, however, will apply in some form to other
environmental documents that may be required. The underlying principles remain the
same.




2.0. Summary of Research Results

The foundation for this report is information gathered in 1) a set of interviews with
transportation and environmental practitioners involved in the preparation and/or review
of NEPA documents and 2) a review of selected documents with content that merits
special attention. The results of the research team’s research are summarized in this
chapter. Also included are the results of the AASHTO-ACEC-FHWA survey and
workshop on problems with the quality of environmental documents.

2.1. Interviews with Selected Practitioners

Practitioners, including FHWA and FTA headquarters staff, representatives of key
federal resources agencies, FHWA resource center legal services staff, and state DOT
staff (see Appendix A for full listing) were interviewed to identify specific NEPA
documents that offer exemplary best practices and to gather general observations about
the topic area. This section describes the views and key concerns expressed by
practitioners during the interviews.

No One-Stop-Shop Exists for Identifying “Best Practices.” Practitioners
interviewed as part of this project all expressed enthusiasm for the objectives
embodied in this research, yet they struggled to identify NEPA documents that
reflect best practices. Federal practitioners based in Washington D.C. observe that
they often see or hear about documents only if they have problems that “require
headquarters attention.” State-level practitioners reported on their own
experiences, but often indicated they are not familiar with other states’
documents. Legal staff in the FHWA regional offices are perhaps best positioned
to comment on the quality of content and format in NEPA documents since they
see a complete array of documents prepared by multiple states, yet even these
sources were hard pressed to identify individual documents that in their totality
represent best practices.

While the single, overall, exemplary model document apparently is yet to be
produced, one document in particular — the very recent Washington State DOT’s
Alaskan Way Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) — deserves
recognition as perhaps the most ambitious effort to make a NEPA document more
accessible to the general public.

Those who managed and executed the production of the Alaskan Way DEIS have
clearly set out to reinvent the form and content of environmental documents. They
have done this with an emphasis on communicating with lay citizens as opposed
to resorting to the heretofore virtually standardized framework expected by
review and resource agencies. In doing so, the document has received accolades
from the press, politicians, and many NEPA practitioners who have praised the
improved organization, the excellent use of graphics, and the ease of reading. The
document also has drawn criticism, particularly from practitioners who argue that
the dramatically different form and content hinder the work of reviewers who are




used to a different format and organizing structure, and may well be jeopardizing
the legal sufficiency of the document.

One thing about the Alaskan Way DEIS document is clear. By its issuance in the
midst of this research, it has stimulated increased interest in the subject of the
form, content, and overall quality of environmental documents in a way that
complements the underlying objectives of this effort.

Data Collection Versus Analysis. Interview participants frequently suggested
that demonstrating legal sufficiency with NEPA has encouraged DOTSs to prepare
longer documents than might otherwise be necessary with more data on Purpose
and Need, alternatives, the affected environment, and environmental
consequences. What is often lacking, according to many practitioners, is a
carefully documented analysis of the data and other information that draws
conclusions about choices that are made, and in doing so reflects the thought
processes and logic that are the basis for those conclusions and choices. They
point out that data collection is easier than analysis, and that inclusion of data
even with limited relevance may be seen by some as contributing to the
appearance of a comprehensive analysis, when in fact it only clutters the
document.

Despite the concern expressed by many practitioners about too much data in EIS
documents and not enough analysis, no simple fixes or general rules of thumb
emerged from the interviews. Support is widespread for more aggressive use of
separable technical reports or references as a way to limit the amount of data in
what this report refers to as the “Main Body” of NEPA documents. Some also
noted, however, that shorter, more effectively organized documents are not
necessarily less time consuming for DOTS to prepare, particularly if information
is simply relocated to an appendix. Most agreed, however, that even if well-
organized and compact documents take as long, or longer to prepare, they may
well contribute to expediting overall project delivery.

The Importance of Telling “the Project Story.” Many interview participants
think that preparing NEPA documents with more emphasis on content that “tells
the project story” would enhance the NEPA process. The chief hallmark of a
story-oriented NEPA document approach identified by practitioners was the
presence of a clear and logical structure that makes sense to lay readers, and
which explains why the project is needed, what options are feasible, how they
affect the environment, and what choices make the most sense. Integral to this
approach are better writing and more effective use of visual techniques to support
the text in making key points. The Washington State DOT’s Alaskan Way DEIS
was frequently cited for its ability to tell a story. Some practitioners cautioned that
the differences between the needs of legal/technical audiences and lay/public
audiences hinder efforts to produce more readable documents. Others suggested
that the line between the two audiences is actually thin, and that a reader-friendly




document is not at all inconsistent with the spirit and letter of NEPA law and
CEQ regulation.

Approaches to Affected Environment and Environmental Consequences
Sections can be Improved. Several practitioners noted opportunities for improving
the “Affected Environment” and “Environmental Consequences” components of
NEPA documents:

e Duplication between sections. These two sections are highly correlated. An
understanding of the affected environment is the lead-in to the discussion of
impacts. Some noted that in most instances these two sections can be combined to
provide a more manageable document and reduce duplication. Most FTA-
sponsored documents do, in fact, combine these sections. With a combined
section, readers do not have to flip back and forth between sections to get a
complete picture and some duplicative text may be eliminated.

e Recognize scale of impacts in narrative. Some practitioners criticized traditional
approaches that apply rote discussion of individual impacts without much regard
to their significance. Document preparers often seek to demonstrate compliance
with formulaic checklists drawn from CEQ or FHWA materials rather than apply
creative thinking that gives priority to those issues that have highest relevance for
the specific project under review and demonstrates a big picture perspective of
environmental impacts.

e Include discussion of benefits. Some practitioners suggested that NEPA
documents should incorporate discussion of project benefits as part of a complete
project story. The NEPA format encourages a one-sided explanation of projects
that focuses on adverse impacts, while decisions are of necessity made on the
basis of information that weighs impacts against benefits as well as costs.

The Importance of Effective Visuals and Clear Writing. Practitioners stated
frequently that good visuals (photographs, sketches, diagrams, maps, graphs, and
tables, etc.) and clear writing style enhance document readability. Some noted the
need to ensure that visuals are not only clear but relevant (not merely decorative);
they should be placed adjacent to and referred by the text that provides the context
and reinforces the key points that are being illustrated. Some practitioners mentioned
that “visualization” techniques, which demonstrate the visual impact of alternatives,
should reduce the amount of text needed to explain options. Interviewees universally
supported encouragement of better writing practices as an immediate strategy for
improving document quality. They cited the need for clearer language, less jargon,
consistent styles and formats, and the need to be succinct.

Summaries are Useful. Most NEPA documents are lengthy and many of the
practitioners interviewed noted the importance of providing an informative and useful
Summary. The Summary can be helpful for readers interested in gaining an overall
understanding for a project without having to pore through volumes of information.




The general findings from the interviews confirm the value of identifying and
disseminating best practices. They suggest that prevailing NEPA document content and
format practices offer room for improvement, particularly in areas such as data analysis,
communicating the story, use of visuals, effective summaries, clear and consistent
writing, and incorporating contextual information in appendices. These best practices are
oriented toward more effective communication of the information contained in
environmental documents and therefore offer potential for improving overall project
decision-making and project delivery. Preparing more concise and more effective
documents may not take less time in and of itself because it requires better planning,
more thought to organization and format, careful layout of graphics and editing of text,
and greater attention to analyses and articulating the logic behind conclusions that are
drawn. Improved documents, however, may well result in a more efficient and possibly a
faster review process characterized by fewer misunderstandings and fewer requests for
additional clarification.

2.2. Profiles of Selected NEPA Documents

The interviews conducted for this research led to identification of particularly effective
NEPA documents that are summarized in this section. Each of the ten documents profiled
in this section is highlighted because practitioners believe it offers an example of one or
more “best practices.”* Compared to typical NEPA documents, these documents are not
necessarily shorter, nor may they be quicker to prepare. They are, however, clearer, and
according to those who prepared and/or reviewed them, they have helped improve
decision-making and project delivery. The documents profiled represent a range of
project types, including transit, rail, and highway projects from a variety of geographic
regions. They demonstrate how “standards” for content authored by FHWA and CEQ
actually offer flexibility to improve NEPA documents. The ten profiled documents are:

e Alaskan Way Viaduct and Seawall Replacement Project (Washington State DOT)

e Mon/Fayette Transportation Project, PA Route 51 to I-376 (Pennsylvania Turnpike
Commission)

e Route Post 13 (I-15) Interchange (Utah DOT)

e Southern Corridor (I-15) (Utah DOT)

e Vancouver Rail Project (Washington State DOT)

e Fulton Street Transit Center (New York Metropolitan Transit Authority)
e US 93 Somers to Whitefish (Montana DOT)

e [-69 Evansville to Indianapolis (Indiana DOT)

e Mid-Currituck Sound Bridge (North Carolina DOT)

e Reno Railroad Corridor (Nevada DOT)

! Disclosure: Parsons Brinckerhoff led preparation of the Alaskan Way Viaduct DEIS and the Mid-
Currituck Sound Bridge DEIS. William Malley of Akin, Gump, Strauss, Hauer, and Feld LLP
worked with Indiana DOT on the preparation of the 1-69 Tier 1 FEIS.




Each profile includes basic information about the project under consideration, the status
of the NEPA document, who prepared it and when, and a series of bullet points that
explain aspects of the documents considered as part of this study. Each document has
strengths and weaknesses, yet they all include elements that make them stand out from
NEPA documents routinely produced by DOTSs.

Alaskan Way Viaduct and Seawall Replacement; Seattle, Washington

Draft Environmental Impact Statement, March 2004

Sponsors: USDOT (FHWA), City of Seattle, Washington State DOT (Preparer)
www.wsdot.wa.gov/projects/viaduct

Project and DEIS Description. The Alaskan Way Viaduct (SR-99) is a major waterfront
transportation corridor that carries 20 to 25 percent of traffic passing through downtown
Seattle. The Viaduct is immediately adjacent to the Alaskan Way Seawall that protects
the shoreline and holds the Viaduct’s foundation in place along Seattle’s waterfront. Both
the Viaduct and the Seawall are nearing the end of their useful lives; in particular, safety
and connectivity of the State’s transportation system are threatened by the vulnerability
of the Viaduct and Seawall to seismic damage, which in fact occurred during the last
earthquake in the area. The proposed project will replace the aging Seawall and Viaduct
with earthquake resistant structures that meet modern design and construction standards,
at a cost of between $3 billion and $4 billion depending on the alternative selected. The
project corridor encompasses densely developed land uses in an urban setting.

The DEIS includes five major alternatives: rebuilding the existing structures, an aerial
structure, a tunnel, a bypass tunnel, and a surface street. The DEIS is available as a CD-
ROM, a printed document, and on the web. At the time of writing, the period for public
comment on the DEIS had been closed and a Final Environmental Impact Statement
(FEIS) is being prepared by WSDOT.

Document Strengths. The Alaskan Way DEIS is the product of a commitment by
WSDOT’s staff and leadership to rethink the content of NEPA documents that the agency
produces. It has received considerable national attention, in part because its content is so
different from other NEPA documents. Key strengths of the DEIS include:

e Careful Attention to Writing Style. Preparers of the DEIS have used various
techniques to improve the clarity of the document. A question-and-answer format for
section headings describes alternatives and their impacts in an understandable
manner, e.g. how do effects to parks, recreation, and open space compare among
alternatives? Use of engineering jargon that is not readily understood by a lay
audience is avoided. The narrative text of the document is carefully edited to ensure
consistent phrasing, tone, continuity, and consistency throughout the document. Most
importantly, the document is structured to give a coherent explanation of why the
project is needed, what the characteristics of reasonable project alternatives are, and
how they affect the environment. One observer noted that after reading the document
he had no question in his mind about the compelling case for the project, what




alternatives were being considered, and what were the anticipated effects of each
alternative.

Critics of the document have questioned the unusual organization. For example, the
formal Purpose and Need section is at the end of the document, but at the beginning is
a section on why the project is important. Questions have been raised by some about
the legal sufficiency of the document, though a clear case on this point has not yet
been made.

e (Good Use of Visual Materials. Throughout the DEIS, graphics and color are used to
improve the clarity of the document, particularly with regard to comparison of
alternatives. Color photographs illustrate key points, such as earthquake damage to
roadway structures and traffic congestion. Simple diagrams of alternatives help
translate engineering concepts and readable maps clearly illustrate their locations.
Photographs that apply visual simulation techniques are used to demonstrate how
alternatives might look if constructed. Tables and charts help to summarize key
issues.

e Technical Details are Kept Separate. To keep the DEIS to a manageable length, a
CD-ROM is included with paper copies of the main document. It contains more than
320 megabytes of technical information, much of which consists of detailed studies of
various environmental impacts. Readers are directed to the CD if they seek more
detailed information on a particular topic, while the actual DEIS is limited to 168
pages.

e An Effective Summary Document. The DEIS includes a separate Summary
document that is more brief than the full DEIS, but provides an overview of each
alternative and their relative impacts.

WSDOT management is pleased with the results. Starting with Alaskan Way, the
Department has developed a style guide for its NEPA document preparers to use.

Mon/Fayette Transportation Project, PA Route 51 to 1-376; Pennsylvania
Draft Environmental Impact Statement, May 2002

Sponsors: USDOT (FHWA), PA Turnpike Commission (PTC) (Preparer),
PennDOT

Project and DEIS Description. The proposed project involves construction of a four-
lane, limited-access, tolled expressway in the southeastern portion of the Pittsburgh
metropolitan region in the Monongahela River Valley. It is the last of four related
projects that together form a 65-mile north-south corridor between Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania and Morgantown, West Virginia in southwestern Pennsylvania. The project
is intended to reduce congestion and improve mobility, access, and safety in an
economically depressed region of the State with poor access to transportation, at a cost of
about $1.9 billion. The project passes through built-up urban and suburban areas along a
river valley.
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The DEIS investigates three alternatives in detail. These include a no-build alternative, a
north shore route, and a south shore route. Each alternative includes several design
options along portions of its proposed route. The DEIS for the project is available on a
CD-ROM that enables readers to move through the document easily. It makes extensive
use of graphics and tables. The Mon/Fayette DEIS closely follows CEQ’s format,
however, it includes a stand-alone final section on Conclusions and Recommendations
that helps readers tie together the information provided in the DEIS. Discussion of
Affected Environment takes place earlier in the document than usual, immediately
following the Purpose and Need section. At the time of writing, the project is between an
FEIS and a Record of Decision.

Document Strengths. The Mon/Fayette DEIS is an attempt by PTC/PennDOT to
produce a reader-friendly NEPA document that guides a non-technical audience through
a large amount of material prepared as part of the NEPA process. Strategies used to
achieve this goal include:

e Easy to Navigate CD-ROM Format. The full DEIS is available on a CD-ROM in
Adobe PDF format, greatly improving portability of the document, which is over 700
pages long. An electronic table of contents eases navigation between major sections.

e (Good Use of Visual Materials. Throughout the DEIS, graphics and color are used to
improve the clarity of the document. Detailed 1 to 200 scale color maps provide
comprehensive information about alternatives and potential impacts. For example,
census tract data is mapped using color shading to provide an indication of
environmental justice impacts. In selected instances, diagrams are used to show key
engineering concepts. Photographs and illustrations are used to provide visual
simulations of how key elements of alternatives might look if constructed. Tables are
used to summarize key impacts by alternative.

e Technical Details are Kept Separate. The Mon/Fayette project is set in a largely
developed river valley corridor and impacts are therefore potentially significant.
Extensive studies, such as Section 106 reports, were required to achieve a full
understanding of all potential impacts. Pertinent findings of these studies are reported
in the DEIS and text boxes direct readers to full copies of technical reports and other
resources that are maintained in a project office where they are available for review
on request. This helped keep the document to a reasonable length.

e New Project Overview and Conclusions Sections. The Mon/Fayette DEIS includes
a Project Overview section and a Conclusions and Recommendations section. The
Project Overview helps the reader understand the project context. The Conclusions
section provides a recommended preferred alternative for consideration and explains
why this alternative is preferable. This section helps the reader understand the
alternatives and environmental consequences.
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Reference Post 13 Interchange and City Road; Washington City, Utah
Final Environmental Impact Statement, April 2003
Sponsors: USDOT (FHWA), Utah DOT (Preparer)

Project and FEIS Description. The proposed Reference Post (RP) 13 project consists of
a new interchange on I-15 in Washington City, Utah; about 13 miles northeast of the
Arizona border. Washington City is a fast growing community in the southwestern corner
of the State. Planning for a second interchange on I-15 to service the main developed and
future growth areas of Washington City has been part of the City’s Land Use Master Plan
since 1986. The project would include a one-mile road to connect the interchange to
existing arterials south of 1-15. A pedestrian and bicycle trail might be developed by the
City and incorporated into the project.

At present, the only access to and from Washington City from I-15 is a single interchange
at RP 10. As Washington City’s population has grown, the street network surrounding RP
10 is becoming more congested and unsafe during peak hours. The primary purpose of
the RP 13 project is to enhance mobility throughout the City by distributing traffic more
evenly on the road network with improved access to areas of existing and planned
development in the east and south parts of Washington City according to the Land Use
Master Plan. In addition, the project should relieve congestion delays and improve safety
at the RP 10 interchange and adjacent intersections.

The FEIS considers two alternatives, the no-build alternative and the preferred
alternative, which is a “diamond” interchange. A major concern during preparation of the
FEIS was the impact of new development encouraged by the creation of better access to
I-15.

Document Strengths. Practitioners laud the RP 13 FEIS for its compactness; the entire
document is about 160 pages long. Despite its brevity, the FEIS addresses important
secondary and cumulative land use impacts effectively. Key features include:

e An Effective Summary Document. The FEIS includes a four page Summary that
presents an overview of each alternative and their relative impacts. This Summary
provides the reader with a succinct understanding of the advantages and
disadvantages of the preferred alternative and the no-build alternative.

e A Clear Focus on Critical Issues. Cumulative and secondary impacts are a major
concern on this project, which is located in a portion of the State experiencing rapid
population growth. UDOT used several techniques to focus the FEIS around
discussion of the topic without lengthening the document.

e Discussion of Advantages and Disadvantages of Alternatives. The FEIS includes a
concise description of impacts by alternative in a table format, and includes a bullet
list format narrative section on the advantages and disadvantages of each alternative.

12



e Inclusion of a References and Works Cited Section. The entire RP 13 FEIS is
approximately 160 pages long. Incorporating a considerable amount of material by
reference, rather than including it in the document minimizes the document length. A
five-page section lists all references cited in the document.

Southern Corridor; 1-15 at RP 2, St. George to SR 9; Hurricane, Utah
Draft Environmental Impact Statement, March 2003
Sponsors: USDOT (FHWA), Utah DOT (Preparer)

Project and DEIS Description. The proposed Southern Corridor would be a four-lane,
limited-access highway beginning at Interstate 15 (I-15) about three miles north of the
Arizona border near the southwest end of St. George and connecting with State Route 9
(SR 9) near Hurricane. The entire project is located within Washington County, Utah.
Depending on the alternative selected, the highway would be between 20 and 26 miles in
length. A multiple-use trail for pedestrians, bicyclists, and equestrians would parallel the
highway. The primary purpose of the Southern Corridor is to provide a regional
transportation facility between St. George, Washington City, and Hurricane that would
complement local land use plans.

For the DEIS, three alternatives were developed in addition to the No-Build Alternative.
The three alternatives are identical from I-15 to an area about 4 miles south of SR 9. At
this point, the alternatives connect to SR 9 at three different locations. Each of these
locations was selected based on planned development and recreation facilities.

Document Strengths. The Southern Corridor DEIS is short, but addresses controversial
issues clearly. Key features include:

e Smart Growth Chapter Highlights Key Issue. Utah DOT includes a separate chapter
on secondary and cumulative impacts. The proposed project passes through an area of
the State that is growing rapidly and land development issues are a major concern for
the region as a whole. This separate chapter includes concise discussion, graphically
clear tables, and a bullet point list of mitigation measures.

Vancouver, Washington Rail Project, Washington State

Final Environmental Impact Statement, March 2003

Sponsors: USDOT (FHWA), Washington State DOT (Preparer)
www.wsdot.wa.gov/projects/PNWRC_Vancouver

Project and FEIS Description. Washington State is incrementally upgrading its Amtrak
Cascades intercity passenger rail service along the Pacific Northwest Rail Corridor. The
purpose of the Vancouver Rail Project is to provide safe and reliable passenger rail
service without degrading freight operations. The first step towards increasing service
reliability is to eliminate as many conflicts between passenger and freight trains as
possible. Eliminating pedestrian and vehicular traffic across the railroad tracks would
provide a safer environment for rail passengers, pedestrians, and motorists. Freight trains
often stack up in the Vancouver rail yard area and block movement of faster moving
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passenger trains. By simply clearing congestion in and around the rail yard, passenger
train reliability would increase and potential vehicular/train conflicts would decrease.

The Vancouver rail yard serves as a major hub for freight and passenger rail traffic, with
more than 100 trains passing through each day. Four specific areas of conflict need to be
resolved: crew changes, bridge openings, yard activities, and grade crossings.
Construction of double bypass tracks in the VVancouver rail yard would allow more fluid
movement of passenger and freight trains. A vehicle/pedestrian overpass would enhance
safety at this crossing. This project will reduce congestion and help Amtrak's on-time
performance.

The FEIS considers two major build alternatives and a no build action.

Document Strengths. The Vancouver Rail Project FEIS places a strong emphasis on
reader friendliness. Document layout is clear and compact, and easy to understand. Key
features include:

e Separate Summary. A manageable separate Summary is provided for readers who
do not wish to read the full FEIS document. The Summary incorporates graphics,
maps and pictures to help communicate information about the project and alternatives
under consideration.

e Reader-Friendly Editing. The authors of the VVancouver Rail Project FEIS placed a
heavy emphasis on producing a document that reads well. In particular, they relied on
a style guide to ensure a “single author” voice for the document. Headings are written
in the form of questions, e.g. What is the purpose of the Vancouver Rail Project? and
Why do we need the Vancouver Rail Project?

e Good Use of Visual Materials. Maps used in the document to depict the project
location and alternatives are simple to understand. Tables are used to succinctly
summarize impacts of alternatives.

e Technical Details are Kept Separate. To keep the FEIS to a manageable length, a
CD-ROM that contains technical information, much of which includes detailed
studies of various environmental impacts, is included with paper copies of the main
document. Readers are directed to the CD if they seek more detailed information on a
particular topic or resource.

Fulton Street Transit Center; New York City, New York

Draft Environmental Impact Statement, May 2004

Sponsors: USDOT (FTA), Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA), New
York City Transit (NYCT)

www.mta.nyc.ny.us/capconstr/fstc/deis.htm

Project and DEIS Description. The proposed project, located in New York City would
improve access to Lower Manhattan. The Fulton Street Transit Center (FSTC) is one of
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three priority transit projects that address urgently needed transit repairs in Lower
Manhattan following the New York terrorist attacks of 2001, and also address longer-
term inadequacies in transit system capacity. The FSTC was listed as a pilot project for a
federal environmental streamlining initiative, which has accelerated environmental
reviews and expedited rebuilding of the transit system.

The DEIS examines construction of a rehabilitated, reconfigured, and enhanced multi-
level, street-level and subsurface station complex in Lower Manhattan that would serve
NYCT subway lines. The project’s components include a new street level entrance,
rehabilitation of the station, a subsurface pedestrian passageway, improvements to
mezzanine access and platforms, a pedestrian and passenger connection between two
lines, and improved street access. The project potentially impacts the Corbin Building,
which is listed on the National Historic Register.

Document Strengths. Despite great pressure to produce a DEIS for a complicated
project in a truncated timeframe, the FSTC DEIS is a highly readable document. Some of
the features that enhance its readability include:

e Use of Visual Materials to Support Purpose and Need. The major elements of the
FSTC Purpose and Need section are succinctly summarized in a one-page color
graphic. (See Figure 2.) At a glance, the reader can see how platform overcrowding
and other factors are creating a transportation need in Lower Manhattan. The use of
images to portray Purpose and Need is an effective communications approach that
helps the reader understand the need for this project without a lot of text.

e Special Analysis Framework Chapter in DEIS. The 2001 terrorist attacks on New
York significantly complicated the methodology for forecasting project-level impacts
in the FSTC DEIS. Long-term development trends in Lower Manhattan are uncertain,
with clear potential for big jumps in demand for transit in the mid- to long-term as
commercial and residential redevelopment of the World Trade Center site takes place.
The authors of the DEIS include a special section describing how this unique
situation is addressed in the DEIS. This upfront discussion of a complex and
potentially controversial methodology helps the reader to clearly understand the
parameters of the analysis and the decision.

US Highway 93 Somers to Whitefish, Montana
Final Environmental Impact Statement, September 1994
Sponsors: USDOT (FHWA), Montana DOT

Project and FEIS Description. US Highway 93 extends north of Missoula, Montana
connecting Montana’s two fastest growing areas and bisecting the Flathead Indian
Reservation of the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes. The alignment crosses a
Native American Tribal reservation and habitat for listed and sensitive carnivore and fish
species. US Highway 93 has been targeted for capacity improvements and reconstruction
improvements for almost a decade, but concerns about the number of lanes, other design
attributes, wildlife crossing issues, wetlands, and cultural resources have delayed the
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project. A collaborative process involving Montana Department of Transportation
(MDOT), FHWA, the Confederated Salish and Kootenai tribes of the Flathead Nation,
resource agencies, tribes, watershed groups, and local governments allowed four separate
transportation improvements to move forward, where impasse had formerly prevailed.
MDOT’s willingness to invest in wildlife crossings was a critical factor in coming to
agreement. Design features will be utilized to decrease the amount of wildlife mortality
caused by traffic on the highway, as well as to mitigate for the habitat loss, degradation,
and fragmentation that currently exists.

Document Strengths. The US 93 Somers to Whitefish project is the only environmental
streamlining pilot project that was credited as having successfully engaged the relevant
project partners to achieve consensus regarding major issues. It is cited as a model for
project delivery and stewardship. The FEIS illustrates an effective, yet succinct approach
to discussing sensitive topics that have potential to derail a project. It achieves this in the
following manner:

e Contains an Effective Summary. The US-93 FEIS includes a very short Summary
that contains only relevant information and deals specifically with key areas of
controversy, such as impacts to wildlife.

e Uses Visual Cues to Guide Readers. The US-93 FEIS clearly distinguishes the
changes that have taken place between DEIS and FEIS in summary boxes at the
beginning of each section.

e Major Issues. To facilitate understanding of key issues, they are described, their
impact on a given resource is discussed, and a description of the mitigation measures
are provided in a discrete section, rather than distributed across chapters. In addition,
a new section was added to the FEIS that dealt with specific concerns regarding the
tourism impacts of the new road, the appropriateness of potential development for the
area, and what the secondary and cumulative impact of the project would be. As part
of the entire US93 corridor, this project was particularly praised as the only
environmental streamlining pilot project that successfully engaged the relevant
project partners to achieve consensus regarding major issues. The project is sited as a
model for project delivery and environmental stewardship.

1-69 Evansville to Indianapolis, Indiana

Final Tier 1 Environmental Impact Statement, December 2003
Sponsors: USDOT (FHWA), Indiana DOT
www.deis.i69indyevn.org/FEIS/index.html

Project and FEIS Description. This Tier 1 FEIS investigates multiple potential
alignments for a new north-south interstate highway bisecting Indiana and connecting
Evansville in the southwest corner of the State with the existing terminus of 1-69 in
Indianapolis. The project is part of a multi-state initiative that seeks to connect Canada,
the United States, and Mexico via a major 2,100-mile highway that crosses through
Michigan, Indiana, Kentucky, Tennessee, Mississippi, Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas.
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The corridor was designated by Congress in the Intermodal Surface Transportation Act of
1991 (ISTEA). Goals of the Indiana component of the 1-69 initiative include
strengthening the transportation network and improving economic development in
southwest Indiana.

Document Strengths. The 1-69 Evansville to Indianapolis Tier 1 FEIS illustrates how a
complex and potentially overwhelming project with multiple impacts on multiple
potential alignments over a very large study area can be analyzed in a relatively succinct
manner. Key features of the document include:

Focused Purpose and Need Section. The 1-69 FEIS states the project Purpose and
Need up front and succinctly in the opening paragraphs of the Purpose and Need
chapter, which explains that the purpose of the project “is to provide an improved
transportation link between Evansville and Indianapolis which 1) strengthens the
transportation network in Southwest Indiana; 2) supports economic development in
Southwest Indiana; and 3) completes the portion of the National 1-69 project between
Evansville and Indianapolis.” These three criteria are subsequently used to judge
whether alternatives meet the stated Purpose and Need.

Uses Visual Cues to Guide Readers. The 1-69 FEIS uses a variety of techniques to
guide readers through the document. Examples of these techniques include:

= Chapter Overviews. At the beginning of each chapter, a half page section gives an
overview of its content.

= Changes From DEIS to FEIS. Changes from the DEIS are also explained briefly
at the beginning of each chapter.

= Color and Layout. Color and formatting are used to help denote different areas
and sections of the document.

Effective Alternatives Chapter. The Alternatives chapter of the 1-69 FEIS explains
in detail how INDOT developed 14 alternatives and screened them using specified
criteria to identify five alternatives to be carried forward for detailed study. The
screening process establishes quantitative rankings of the degree to which alternatives
address performance goals established in the Purpose and Need. These “scores” are
highlighted at the beginning of discussion of each alternative, helping provide a quick
overall summary of each alternative and how they relate to each other.

Use of Summary Tables. Throughout the 1-69 FEIS, summary tables are used to
convey information quickly and succinctly. In the Summary, they are used to convey
information on a variety of topics, including how and why data were collected, as
well as alternatives and their impacts. The Comparison of Alternatives section begins
with a summary table that describes key performance measures and environmental
impacts for each of five alternatives studied in detail.

17



e Separate Comparison of Alternatives Section. At the end of the 1-69 FEIS, a special
section called “Comparison of Alternatives” provides a description of the impacts,
performance, and cost of alternatives relative to other alternatives. It brings together
information presented previously in the document in a concise and coherent manner
that gives a clear indication of the advantages and disadvantages of each alternative.

Mid-Currituck Sound Bridge; North Carolina
Draft Environmental Impact Statement, January 1998
Sponsors: USDOT (FHWA), North Carolina DOT

Project and DEIS Description. The proposed project consists of the construction of a
bridge approximately 5 miles long and associated approach roads across Currituck Sound
in Currituck County, North Carolina. The bridge would connect the mainland with North
Carolina’s Outer Banks region, which is a poplar vacation destination. Six corridor
alternatives were considered reasonable and feasible and met the Purpose and Need of the
project. The project was estimated to cost between $70.5 million and $87.2 million
depending on the exact alignment selected. The primary purpose of the bridge would be
to provide a more direct route between Currituck County’s Outer Banks and its mainland
that reduces travel times and improves the efficiency of public service provision (such as
access to schools and medical care) for the Outer Banks. Interestingly, since publication
of the DEIS in 1998, NEPA planning has continued to evolve and the community has yet
to agree on a preferred solution for this project.

Document Strengths. The document was an attempt by the North Carolina Department
of Transportation (NCDOT) to produce a readable document, easily understood by a
range of audiences, that facilitated decision-making. Some of its features that enhance
document content include:

e Use of Markers to Guide Readers. The Mid-Currituck Sound DEIS uses frequent
and clear headings to guide readers through the document. Sub-headings are generally
included for every two or three paragraphs of text, making the document easy to
follow. For example, in the Alternatives section, a sequence of headings and sub-
headings provides easy identification of each alternative, its potential cost, its
potential for environmental impacts, and its ability to meet the project’s Purpose and
Need.

e Use of Tables. The document preparers make extensive use of tables to clearly
present data and information. For example, in the Alternatives section, a table is used
to facilitate side-by-side comparison of the major differentiating factors for each
alternative under consideration. The table uses a simple graphical key to indicate the
magnitude of impacts for each alternative in terms of engineering considerations,
traffic considerations, and human and natural environmental considerations.

e Use of Photosimulation. The Currituck Sound DEIS makes use of photosimulation
techniques to demonstrate graphically how alternatives might look if constructed.
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Images include aerial photosimulations of the bridge itself as well as approach roads
and interchange facilities.

e Statement of Major Issues. The Summary section contains a short description of the
areas of controversy and how they were addressed in the document, as well as major
unresolved issues. Clearly addressing the major issues of the project in the document
demonstrates to each concerned stakeholder and agency that their concerns were
being considered and addressed, and had been noted in the public record.

Reno Railroad Corridor; Reno, Nevada

Final Environmental Impact Statement, December 2000
Sponsors: USDOT (FHWY), Nevada DOT
http://www.cityofreno.com/gov/retrac/library/

Project and FEIS Description. The Reno Railroad Corridor project consists of grade
separation of track in downtown Reno. The project would eliminate at-grade conflicts in
central Reno, which would have been exacerbated by increased rail traffic due to the
recent merger of the Union Pacific and Southern Pacific Railroads. The purpose of the
Reno Railroad Corridor is to reduce both existing and future adverse effects of railroad
traffic through the City of Reno. In addition to the No Build Alternative, four build
alternatives were considered: Depressed Trainway, Extended Depressed Trainway,
Cover-and-Cut Tunnel, and Modified Extended Depressed Trainway. The Modified
Extended Depressed Trainway was identified as the preferred alternative. It consists of a
fully grade-separated two-track main line railroad corridor, from a point approximately
250 feet west of West Second Street on the west end to approximately 50 feet west of
Sutro Street on the east end. The corridor would become a depressed trainway descending
at a 1.20 % grade on the west end and ascending at a 1.00 % grade on the east. The length
of the corridor is about 12,500 feet. The depressed trainway would be approximately 54
feet wide and 30 feet deep at its greatest point. The cost was estimated at approximately
$210 million. A record of decision was recorded in February of 2003.

Document Strengths. The Reno Railroad Corridor FEIS was prepared by a committed
group of stakeholders, led by the Nevada DOT. In a short time, they completed a
complicated FEIS. Significant features that enhance document content include:

e Summary Table. The FEIS includes several graphically simple tables that document
issues such as construction and operational impacts and mitigation measures.

Purpose and Need. The Purpose and Need section for the DEIS is succinctly written
and concise. In particular, it summarizes project “Needs,” such as “improve public
safety” and “reduce noise and vibration from railroad activity” in a reader-friendly
fashion that includes clearly labeled subsections for each need with jargon-free text
explanations that are supported by summaries of technical report findings and other
data.
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2.3. AASHTO-ACEC-FHWA Initiative

AASHTO, ACEC, and FHWA began a joint initiative in the Fall of 2003 to improve the
quality of environmental documents. Over the past year, these organizations have
conducted an informal survey of AASHTO and ACEC members, held a 1-day workshop,
and developed an action plan. Interestingly, in the survey, overly voluminous
environmental documents were ranked the leading problem out of 12 problem factors.
Also ranking as key problem areas were writing quality, Purpose and Need sections, and
analysis of alternatives. The results of the survey, the outcome of the workshop, and a
synopsis of the recently developed action plan are included in Appendix C.
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3.0. Techniques for Improving NEPA Documents

The research phase of the project helped identify a variety of techniques for improving
NEPA documents. Some help to make documents more compact and others improve
document clarity. All help improve the quality of NEPA documents and therefore,
indirectly, the project delivery process. Anyone involved in NEPA document preparation
is likely to find at least one or two useful techniques from the list of more than twenty
presented in this chapter. The list is organized into three categories where improvements
can be made, including 1) document organization and format, 2) use of visual elements,
and 3) writing style.

3.1. Document Organization and Format

Poor organization and format are frequent criticisms of NEPA documents. Organization
and format should help the reader easily understand document content. Practitioners
highlighted a variety of techniques for improving document organization and format.

Question Formulaic Document Organization Approaches. A formula-driven mentality
to preparing NEPA documents exists, driven in part by the complexity of guidance and
regulation on NEPA, and in part by a desire to “play it safe” by reflecting back the
framework implied in the regulatory process. Formulas can help bring consistency to
NEPA documents and law requires some elements; they also provide a level of comfort
and require little or no discussion or debate. The question is whether document preparers
should be willing to consider the value of “breaking the mold” for how documents are
organized, particularly in the case of large projects where traditional frameworks fail to
capture the unique and compelling issues that are likely to determine whether and how a
project is to proceed.

NEPA regulations and guidance do, in fact, allow flexibility in document organization. In
many cases, when document writers make time for early and frequent consideration of
opportunities to do things differently this has resulted in documents that stand out.
Examples of “non-standard” approaches in some of the NEPA documents reviewed for
this study include a Conclusions chapter in the Pennsylvania Turnpike Commission’s
Mon/Fayette DEIS, a special Environmental Commitments section in North Carolina
DOT’s Mid-Currituck Sound DEIS, and a unique approach in Indiana DOT’s I-69 FEIS
that introduces alternatives after the Purpose an Need section and draws conclusions
about alternatives after the Environmental Consequences section.

Capture Compelling Crosscutting Issues. Document preparers should pay special
attention to addressing crosscutting issues that are of special concern, but may not fit
within a single section of the NEPA document. Adequate attention in the NEPA
document to these issues is often vital to successful management of the NEPA process.
For example, on the INDOT’s 1-69 project, an area of “karst” limestone landscape within
the project corridor includes both water quality and threatened and endangered species
issues. Many stakeholders were interested specifically in how the FEIS handled impacts
to the karst landscape, yet the traditional document format would not allow such an issue
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to be highlighted. The 1-69 FEIS makes specific reference to karst impacts in multiple
sections of the Environmental Consequences chapter. In a similar fashion, Utah DOT’s
Southern Corridor FEIS brings together concerns about impacts from development in a
special Smart Growth chapter. In both instances, these strategies helped to allay
stakeholder concerns that important crosscutting issues were “slipping through the
cracks.”

Summarize Key Issues with Perspective. An environmental document’s Summary is
the most concise explanation of the project. Highlighting topics of major importance to
the project in the Summary ensures that they are not lost or obscured by the rest of the
information in the document. Montana DOT’s US 93 FEIS highlights in its Summary
section endangered species issues that are a focus of the FEIS. Alternatively, or in
addition, use a specific section heading in the FEIS to draw attention to sensitive issues
and possibly study them in greater detail. This section can be used to describe the issue of
concern, its effects on given resources or alternatives, and efforts to mitigate or otherwise
address the issue. Several NEPA documents reviewed include special sections on the
topic of secondary and cumulative impacts in the project study area.

Storyboarding Helps Keep Documents Cohesive. “Storyboarding” is a technique used
to map out the complex array of individual elements inherent in any story -- issues,
insights, options, opportunities, constraints, conclusions and so on-- and assemble them
into a logical sequence that tells the whole story. It can be done from a range of
perspectives to ensure objectivity and the inclusion of all relevant points. For a NEPA
document, the storyboard can outline in rough form the organizational framework as well
as the highlights of the story. By bringing together major participants, including FHWA,
to storyboard document content early on, a vision for overall document direction can be
established that helps guide the entire document.

Incorporate Background Technical Materials by Reference or in Appendices. The
NEPA process is data intensive. But, NEPA does not specify the amount of information
that must be in the hands of reviewers and decision-makers before a decision to proceed
with a given project is made.? Lengthy specialized technical studies and detailed project
correspondence records are often included or quoted extensively in documents regardless
of their relevancy to decision-making needs. Regulatory requirements and guidance
necessitate inclusion of some types of information, but wherever possible non-essential
information should be incorporated by reference. In this way, the main NEPA document

2 CEQ's guidance on appendices and references is published as a response to Question 25 of
the “Forty Most Asked Questions on CEQ’s National Environmental Policy Act Regulations” (46
FR 18026, March 23, 1981, as amended): “Lengthy technical discussions of modeling
methodology, baseline studies, or other work are best reserved for the appendix... and a plain
language summary of the analysis and conclusions of that technical discussion should go in the
text of the EIS. Material that is not directly related to preparation of the EIS should be
incorporated by reference. This would include other EISs, research papers in the general
literature, technical background papers or other material that someone with technical training
could use to evaluate the analysis of the proposal. These must be made available, either by citing
the literature, furnishing copies to central locations, or sending copies directly to commenters
upon request.”
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remains a slimmer volume that can focus on significant environmental issues and
alternatives and reduces paperwork and the accumulation of extraneous background data.
Readers seeking greater detail on a particular issue can consult appendices and referenced
documents, available on request. Utah DOT’s entire RP 13 FEIS, for example, is
approximately 160 pages long and incorporates a considerable amount of material by
reference, rather than including it in the document. A five-page section lists all references
cited in the document.

Use Markers and Overviews to Guide Readers. The length of NEPA documents can be
made more manageable by using one or more of a variety of techniques to help keep
readers on track. Clear headings are vital in distinguishing major sections of the
document. Tabs or dividers that physically separate major chapters also help to guide
readers. Brief summaries that give an overview of key points can be included at the start
of major sections. Highlighting -- using techniques such as bullets, different fonts,
underlining and text boxes -- can help to emphasize key points and orient the reader to
contents of the document. The Indiana DOT’s 1-69 FEIS includes mini-summaries
throughout the document to introduce major chapters.

Use Computer Technology Effectively. Advances in computer technology, such as
access to the Internet and CD-ROM media, have dramatically expanded opportunities to
distribute NEPA documents to a broad audience. Care should be taken, however, to
ensure that NEPA documents are transferable across media. Web-based versions should
be easily printed, color materials should still be readable in black and white format; and
documents should be viewable in different web browser formats, and compliant with the
Americans with Disabilities Act.

Many DOTSs have chosen to make environmental documents available on the web in
addition to by hard copy, usually as part of a project website accessible through the
agency’s homepage. Examples of web-based NEPA documents reviewed in this study
include the Indiana DOT’s 1-69 FEIS (http://www.deis.i69indyevn.org/FEIS/index.html),
the Washington State DOT’s Alaskan Way DEIS (http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/projects/
viaduct/), and the New York MTA’s Fulton Street Transit Center DEIS
(http://www.mta.nyc.ny.us/ capconstr/fstc/deis.htm).

Consider Software Choices for Preparing NEPA Documents. Document preparers
should consider the merits of using word processing software (e.g. MSWord) versus
desktop publishing software (e.g. PageMaker) to prepare the document. Word processing
applications provide the flexibility of a commonly shared platform that enables quick and
easy sharing and editing of document drafts, while desktop publishing software facilitates
a more polished document look and feel and readily accommodates non-standard
document sizes. Both INDOT’s 1-69 FEIS and WSDOT’s Alaskan Way DEIS were
prepared with desktop publishing software; other NEPA documents reviewed in this
study were mostly prepared using word processing software.

Make Document Layout a Priority. A good NEPA document should have a consistent
look and feel. A graphic artist rather than a technical writer may be best suited to
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achieving a quality result. Factors that help create a consistent look and feel include
visual materials that are integrated with text, standard formatting of text headings, use of
color and/or shading, and recurring motifs that are used to highlight key summary points.

3.2. Visual Aspects

In most NEPA documents, visual materials are used to convey points more clearly and
emphasize certain information. Maps show where a project is located and how
alternatives relate; diagrams are used to illustrate project design attributes; and,
increasingly, computerized visualization tools are used to depict key design elements or
information on how a project will relate to its surroundings. Readers usually grasp
information communicated in visual material more quickly as compared to information
presented in text, making visual materials a helpful way to produce documents that are
clear and concise.

Haphazard use of visual materials, however, may not reduce text length or improve
document clarity. A University of Illinois study found that for a sample set of EIS
documents, most (70%) of citizens showed no better understanding of the projects after
reading them and the study concludes that poor use of visual material contributes to this
problem.® A series of acclaimed books on visual display of data written by Yale
University’s Edward Tufte (including The Visual Display of Quantitative Information
(1983) and Envisioning Information (1990)) is recommended by one DOT as a resource
for guiding the use of visual material in NEPA documents. In addition, practitioners
highlighted a variety of techniques for using visual material that supplements text and
enhances overall document clarity and brevity:

Photographs. Photographs can be an invaluable way to convey key information. For
example, in a Purpose and Need chapter, photographs may communicate problems such
as deteriorated infrastructure, congested traffic conditions, or safety concerns much more
effectively than text. The Alaskan Way DEIS makes effective use of photographs of
concrete spalling and cracking on the existing structure to communicate the urgency of
the problems.

Photosimulation. Photosimulation techniques are particularly useful in employing
computer generated “before” and “after” images of a project area to show potential
changes. Advances in computer technology and software make realistic photosimulation
possible with only minimal training and time. Research suggests that readers’
comprehension of EIS documents improves significantly with the addition of
photosimulation as an aid for understanding the impact of alternatives. The Mid-
Currituck Sound DEIS prepared by North Carolina DOT uses a variety of
photosimulation images to improve understanding of alternatives.

Maps. Maps can supplement text for communication of information such as project
location, alternative alignments, or presence of environmental resources. Most NEPA

¥ W.C. Sullivan, F.E. Kuo, and M. Prabhu, 1997. Communicating with Citizens: The Power of
Photosimulations and Simple Editing. Environmental Impact Assessment Review 17: 295-310.
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documents include maps, but usually they are based on highly technical design
documents that are poorly suited for communicating information to a broader audience.
Maps included in the NEPA document should be designed to fit their purpose. Careful
consideration should be given to factors such as scale, labels, area covered, simplification
of detail, and removal of unnecessary information. A clear base format that is repeated
among maps also can help to keep readers oriented. The Alaskan Way DEIS includes a
series of maps that clearly show the alignments of proposed alternatives. Key features of
these maps include uniform base format, color coding to describe attributes of each
alternative (e.g. aerial structure, surface street, tunnel, etc.), clear identification of local
landmarks to orient the reader, and simplified depiction of surrounding streets.

Clarity of Visual Materials. Document preparers should ensure that visual materials
retain their clarity regardless of the formats used for distribution. If color visual materials
are used, they also should be understandable in black and white. If non-standard page
sizes are used in an electronic document, visual materials should still be readable if they
are printed on 8.5” by 11” paper.

Graphs and Charts. Displaying data in graphs and charts can be much clearer than in
tabular form. Picking the right graphic format, however, requires a certain talent. For
example, just deciding which form to use (e.g. bar chart, pie chart, line diagram, etc.)
requires a sense of what the data includes and what is the message of the chart. One
effective technique is to compose a very brief (bullet style) message that makes the key
points and place it on the graph or chart itself. It is also important not to resort to graphic
deception which distorts the true meaning of the underlying data, such as distortions in
the scale used or, most commonly, scale breaks that do not use a zero base.

Tables. Tables are a common and effective tool for summarizing information.
Complicated tables that discuss multiple variables should use different fonts, white space
and color to enhance their clarity. A table that gets too complicated or just too large,
however, may be so unwieldy and difficult to understand that it becomes virtually
useless. Some commonly used applications for tables in environmental documents
include comparisons among alternatives, and summaries of resource areas and impacts.

3.2. Writing Style

NEPA documents contain highly technical information, but they must communicate this
material to a range of audiences. Writing technical information so that non-technical
audiences can understand it is an art, but good writing is a characteristic common to all
successful NEPA documents. Indeed, CEQ's regulations require that documents be
written in plain language so that decision-makers and the public can readily understand
them. Any of several standard texts can provide additional detail on the attributes of good
writing.* Some key points on writing style, exhibited throughout almost all of the
documents reviewed in this study, and that can be incorporated in any NEPA document
include:

* For example, The Elements of Style (2000, 4" edition). William Strunk Jr. and E.B. White, or
The Chicago Manual of Style (1993, 14" edition). Chicago University Press.
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Consider Using a Technical Editor to Achieve a Single VVoice. Multiple authors with
varying styles usually contribute to preparation of NEPA documents. Without careful
guidance and editing, writing styles inevitably vary from section to section and this can
result in a document that lacks coherence. By using a technical editor, the document can
achieve a universal style that helps convey a single voice.

Use Clear Headings. Use headings to break sections into subsections of about three to
six paragraphs, with headings serving as mini-overviews of the subsections. Framing
headings as questions is one technique to induce readers to forge ahead and get to the
answer. The section then, of course, must answer the question posed in the heading.

Use Bulleted Points. Use bullets rather than text paragraphs to convey a series of key
points. Bullets contribute to brevity.

Avoid or Explain Technical Jargon. Wherever possible, technical language should be
avoided even if plain language requires more words. If technical language is used, it
should be explained as it comes up as well as in a glossary. When describing a technical
material or process, choose one appropriate term and stick with it through the document.
Otherwise, the reader is likely to assume that different terms mean different things. List
the equivalent terms, then state which one will be used throughout the document.

Minimize Abbreviations. Reduce the use of abbreviations, including acronyms.
Abbreviation should be used only for terms, projects, or facilities that will be named
repeatedly throughout the document and should be defined the first time they are used.
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4.0. A Blueprint for Better NEPA Documents

This chapter draws upon the research to offer a proposed Blueprint for better NEPA
documents.® The Blueprint is offered as a starting point and not as a rigid formula to be
applied in all cases. The catalyst for creating the Blueprint is the research described in
Section 2.0, and particularly the bold principles embodied in the Washington State
DOT’s 168-page, Alaskan Way DEIS. Taken together, the best practices found in these
documents indicate a mold-breaking vision for NEPA documents that are clearer, more
focused, shorter, and that support efficient decision-making. The overarching attribute of
the Blueprint is a greater emphasis on telling the project decision-making story clearly,
while still meeting legal sufficiency needs. The Blueprint has three core components:

1. Document Summary. For many readers, the Summary may be the only part of the
document they choose to read. Certainly it should provide a synopsis of why the
project is needed, what alternatives were considered, how the alternatives affect the
environment, and which alternative(s) are preferred or have been selected. Very
importantly, the Summary needs to place proper emphasis on the key issues driving
the project as well as potential constraints, such as major environmental and
community concerns that may be controversial and difficult to resolve. Summaries
should address these head-on and not understate by affording equal treatment of
lesser issues.

2. Main Body. This is the main part of the EIS. In the Blueprint, the Main Body of the
EIS includes the following sections (which are similar, but not identical, to the
chapters of a traditional EIS):

e Purpose and Need. This section is the cornerstone of the NEPA document. It
introduces the reader to the project and focuses on why the project is justified. A
clear and compelling case for the project can instill a common vision, and instill a
sense of urgency to drive the rest of the process toward a timely and optimal
outcome.

e Alternatives. This section identifies the preliminary alternatives developed in the
scoping process; explains the methods used for screening alternatives;
summarizes the results of screening processes, including the reasons for
eliminating any alternatives from consideration; describes each of the alternatives
carried forward for detailed study; and explains how the alternatives carried
forward achieve the goals established in the purpose and need statement.
Additional analysis — including the rationale for selecting a preferred alternative,
if one is identified — is provided in a separate section, Comparison of Alternatives.
(See below.)

e Environmental Resources, Impacts, and Mitigation. This section combines the
Affected Environment and Environmental Consequences chapters of a traditional
NEPA document. It presents a discussion of impacts, resource by resource, in a

® This discussion focuses on content for EIS documents. Many of the principles discussed,
however, also are applicable to EA documents.
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rigorous fashion for each of the remaining alternatives. It presents this
information in a completely neutral and objective fashion, even if a preferred
alternative is identified in a later section. The volume of information in this
section is weighted toward environmental impacts of most relevance to the
decision-making process.

e Public Comments and Agency Coordination. This section discusses the
processes for public involvement and agency coordination, and incorporates and
addresses comments and suggestions emanating from these processes.

e Section 4(f) Chapter. If a 4(f) evaluation is required, the Main Body of the
document must contain a separate Section 4(f) chapter as required under FHWA
regulations.

e Comparison and Selection of Alternatives. This section analyzes each of the
reasonable alternatives — i.e., the alternatives carried forward for detailed study —
in light of the information presented in the preceding chapters on the benefits,
impacts, and costs of those alternatives. If a preferred alternative has not yet been
identified, this section describes each alternative and identifies the principal
advantages and disadvantages of each. Once a preferred alternative is identified,
this chapter also includes the rationale for selecting that alternative. This section
is intended to address one of the most common shortcomings of NEPA documents
— that they may be rich in data, but fail to “tell the story” of what the data means
and how it led to the selection of the preferred alternative.

3. Appendices and Technical Reports. Appendices and technical reports become a
repository of materials and information that are important to document as background
information, supporting data or detailed source material for the information and
analyses contained in the Main Body. The use of appendices and technical reports as
a repository for voluminous material offers the greatest opportunity to “de-clutter” the
Main Body of the document.

The Blueprint draws on practices that states are already using and is not intended to
contradict CEQ and FHWA regulations and guidance; nor is it intended to be
prescriptive. It is offered as a starting point for further discussion and the level of detail
presented is intended as a conceptual snapshot for charting overall direction within this
vastly complex topic. The authors acknowledge that many layers of detail must be
addressed for the Blueprint to be implemented in any individual case. The following
sections describe how each major element of the proposed Blueprint differ from more
traditional NEPA document content.

4.1. Document Summary

The Blueprint places renewed emphasis on the Summary as a vital component of any
NEPA document. It should provide the sharpest definition of the issues and basis for
choice among options. CEQ regulations require a Summary as part of every EIS
document. The purpose is to adequately and accurately summarize all key aspects of the
environmental impact statement. The Summary sections of most NEPA documents,
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however, are usually a greatly abbreviated version of the full document, often too brief to
provide readers with a meaningful understanding of issues and choices vital to the
project.

The research team’s findings suggest that a good Summary forms a vital component of an
effective NEPA document. Depending on the length of the overall EIS, a separable
Summary document may be a good idea. This document is more portable than the full
EIS and provides a level of detail that many readers will find to be quite adequate. It can
be distributed independently of the full EIS document. The Alaskan Way DEIS includes a
separate Executive Summary that is 30 pages long, compared to the full DEIS, which is
168 pages long. Key attributes of a good summary include:

e A Focus on Key Issues. The most successful Summaries (and EISs) focus on the
issues most relevant to key decisions. Environmental impacts that are listed in FHWA
or CEQ guidance, but which are not a major project-specific concern should be noted
only briefly, if at all. The Pennsylvania Turnpike Commission’s Mon/Fayette DEIS
Summary, for example, notes that “the following resources do not exist within the
study area and therefore will not be discussed in this document.” There is no need in
summaries to carry forward trivial impacts that tend to obscure the real issues.

e Use Maps and Tables in the Summary. In the Summary, simple maps and tables
can be particularly helpful for presenting and comparing alternatives and their
environmental impacts succinctly. The Executive Summary for the Alaskan Way
DEIS, for