DRAFT – April 2002

GUIDANCE FOR COMPLETING THE ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS FOR CONSERVATION PLANS AND AREAWIDE CONSERVATION PLANS 

FORM NV-CPA-52

The Environmental Effects Worksheet [(EE) CPA-52] was developed by a group of NRCS employees.  It is being used across the nation to ensure all NRCS planning activities are conducted in compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  NEPA requires that federal agencies evaluate the potential effects to the environment that may result from their activities and programs.  NEPA must be incorporated into all steps and activities of the NRCS planning process and should not be considered as a separate process or requirement.  The NRCS mission as stated in its NEPA rules, is to provide assistance that will allow use and management of ecological, cultural, natural, physical, social, and economic resources by striving for a balance between use, management, conservation, and preservation of the Nation’s natural resource base.  Refer to the NRCS General Manual under 190 Ecological Sciences, Part 410, for more information on compliance with NEPA.

The EE (CPA-52) is the first step in assessing potential impacts and is used to determine if further evaluation and documentation in terms of an Environmental Assessment (EA) or Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) must be conducted.  The EE is the part of planning that inventories and estimates the potential effects on the environment of alternative solutions to resource problems.  A wide range of environmental data together with social and economic information is considered in determining whether a proposed action is a major federal action significantly affecting the environment.  The EE for a program, regulation, or individual action is used to determine the need for an EA or an EIS.  It also aids in the consideration of alternatives and in the identification of available resources.  

Please use the attached EE (CPA-52) as the required case file documentation for all types of assistance (technical and financial) provided by NRCS.  Also use this EE to determine the potential that a cumulative adverse impact could result from a combination of relatively small and insignificant actions that taken together may produce a significant impact.  The intent of this worksheet is not to spend hours of time completing it, but to make a rapid assessment of the potential impact to soil, water, air, plant, and animal plus human resources and the environment.  Keep in mind that the manner in which environmental evaluations are carried out and the time spent on them will vary with the nature, size, and complexity of the activity.

The EE is helpful as a checklist to ensure you address the direct and indirect effects on all resources when providing assistance.  NRCS wetland policy requires that the EE be used during the planning process to determine effects on wetland.  “Upon conducting an environmental evaluation, NRCS will identify whether any practicable alternative exists that will either adequately maintain or improve wetland functions and values, or avoid or minimize the harm to wetlands.”  The EE is also valuable as a tool to help identify the potential existence and possible impact on fish and wildlife, rare or declining habitats, threatened and endangered species, and cultural resources; to mention a few of those listed on the worksheet.  

Please read the instructions on the EE (CPA-52) and complete the worksheet for an individual practice or planned activities on just one field, if that’s all you are doing.   Evaluate the acres, practices, and management planned in a Resource Management System (RMS) or Acceptable Management System (AMS) together and complete only one CPA-52 for the Conservation Management System.  In addition to the onsite evaluation, think about and note the possible offsite impacts from planned activities that may occur as a result of your work outside the area of evaluation.

When completing the worksheet, state under the notes column why (what was done) there is a positive or negative impact.  This is important because a practice can be positive for one thing and negative for another.  Improving an irrigation system and saving water may be positive because less water is applied to a field and the saved water made available for other uses.  If the saved water supports a wetland through seepage and will dry up, it could be negative.  Because there are many ways to look at something, use the EE as a tool to help you be as objective as possible about the potential effects of your actions.

To complete the first page of the EE, refer to Section III of the NRCS Field Office Technical Guide (FOTG).  Section III describes and defines everything listed under soil, water, air, plant and animal on the CPA-52.  For help with determining potential effects from implementing conservation practices through a RMS, refer to Conservation Practice Physical Effects found in Section V of the FOTG.

For assistance with page two of the EE, take a look at the NRCS Policy or Procedure cited.  Refer to the “Help Sheets” (found in Section I of the Field Office Technical Guide) for the Economic and Social Considerations and the Special Environmental Concerns part of the CPA-52.

A determination of significant impact, or not, is asked at the bottom of page two.  “Significant” [190-GM 410.4(k)] is a function of context (what is changed) and intensity (how much it is changed), and the finding of significance depends on the reasons given for each of the effects described for the proposal.   

Should you determine (using the EE for documentation) there is or may be a significant impact as the result of your activities, contact the State Resource Conservationist for assistance from the Resource Technology Staff.  An Environmental or Biological Assessment may be necessary before you can proceed with planning.

For more information on environmental compliance, visit the National NRCS Web Site at: http://www.nhq.nrcs.usda.gov/BCS/enviro/nepa.html

