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To: 

All Utah Employees

From: 

State Director

Subject: 
Initiating the Implementation of Utah=s Statewide National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) Assessment

The Utah Leadership Team (ULT) believes that effective NEPA compliance is fundamental to the successful accomplishment of BLM’s core mission and meeting customer expectations.  NEPA compliance is a key part of the decision-making process that assures public disclosure, sound project design, and consideration of environmental impacts.   Long-standing issues regarding the quality and timeliness of NEPA compliance and increasing scrutiny from external groups prompted the Leadership Team to reassess NEPA effectiveness throughout the state.  Earlier this year, the ULT convened an internal ad hoc team of managers and staff specialists to assess the effectiveness of NEPA compliance in Utah’s 11 field offices.   
The NEPA Assessment Team identified 10 principle root causes to NEPA compliance problems, although not all of them applied to every field office.  A summary of these findings included:

•  
lack of consistent, updated, written guidance on NEPA process and procedures;

•  
insufficient quality assurance and control of the NEPA process; 

• 
extreme workloads and short timeframes coupled with insufficient human and 


capital resources to meet demands;

• 
evolving expectations within and external to BLM on what constitutes acceptable 


NEPA documentation; 

•
resistant attitudes to the value of NEPA; 

•
lack of sufficient analytical skills, writing skills, and strategic skills to employ the


NEPA process properly; 

•
lack of a consistently applied NEPA workflow and interdisciplinary team process;

•
failure to find and/or utilize resource data to quantify and document proper analyses; 

•
lack of timely training on current issues, policies, and relevant case law; and

•
insufficient opportunities for one-on-one training and assistance. 
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The NEPA Assessment Team presented their findings to the Utah Leadership Team (ULT) along with recommendations for specific short term and long term actions that could be taken to rectify these problems.  The ULT voted to adopt the recommendations in order to improve the overall statewide NEPA process.

The first recommendation is to establish a standing statewide Environmental Coordination Group (ECG) composed of the environmental coordinator from each field office and/or an appropriate supervisor/manager, the environmental coordinator from the Utah State Office, and a state office and field office management team liaison.  This group will be tasked with preparing a statewide NEPA guidebook/tool kit by the end of CY 2003 to assist the field offices in preparation of NEPA documents.  Among other things, the guidebook will include a section on preparation of the FONSI/decision record, and on compiling and maintaining the administrative record. The team will have the best examples known or observed from the field offices to build upon and/or adopt portions thereof.  Once completed, this group will meet at least annually to update the guidebook, to build common ownership of the statewide NEPA process, and to develop additional assistance, as needed, to the field offices.  It is also expected that this group will engage in routine conference calls to share information, discuss new issues, analyze IBLA rulings and future implications, and ensure consistency of NEPA approaches on a statewide basis. This group will also work together to share successful products and approaches with other offices throughout the state, as well as to develop mini-module training classes that focus on key NEPA elements. 

This is a call to initiate the Environmental Coordination Group, as well as a call for nominees to be an active part of that group.  I am asking each Field Office Manager to submit the name of an appointed environmental coordinator and/or supervisor/manager that will assume membership on the Environmental Coordination Group (ECG).  Please submit these names to Lauren Mermejo via e-mail by July 18.   She has tentatively scheduled the first meeting of the ECG in Richfield on August 4th beginning at 10:00 am and ending on August 5th by 3:00 pm.  More information will be forthcoming.

In addition, I am looking for a Field Office Manager to volunteer as the management team liaison for the ECG.  Field Office Managers that are interested in volunteering for the field manager representative role as part of the ECG should notify Kate Kitchell by July 18, 2003, as well.
A summary of other short term recommendations by the NEPA Assessment Team include the following: 

•
require environmental coordinator review of all NEPA documents, including 


FONSI/decision records, EAs, CXs and DNAs; 

•
establish consistent interdisciplinary participation in and review of NEPA actions; 

•
create a simple and direct web page listing of NEPA actions for statewide 


NEPA public notification; 

•
assemble resource guides or desk aids that would provide staffs with sources 


of and contacts for resources data for the purpose of NEPA analysis; 

•
promote individual mentoring and coaching of staff specialists and new employees 


on how to apply current NEPA guidance; 

•
work with the National Training Center to provide NEPA training 


in a timely and effective manner; and 
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•
develop mini-module NEPA training of various aspects of the 


NEPA process including preparation of decision records and compiling 


and maintaining the administrative file.

To initiate implementation of the NEPA Assessment recommendations, ANEPA Analysis EA Focus,@  a NTC training course, has been scheduled in Richfield on December 8 - 11.  Up to 30 people may participate.  Priority should be given to new employees and employees that are seeking additional knowledge of the NEPA process.  During the first ECG meeting in Richfield, the team will discuss potential nominees from Field Offices for this training.  Recommendations for potential participants will then be forwarded to the Field Office Managers for their consideration.  Final names of the participants should be forwarded by the Field Office Managers to Lauren by August 15.

Lastly, I would also like to take this opportunity to remind you of the current State Office NEPA Review Protocol.  All planning documents, EISs, or documents that have known controversial issues should be forwarded to the State Office for review prior to release for public review and comment.  That protocol is still in place; however, beginning in September of this year, one slight change should be noted.  Instead of sending the NEPA documents to the DSDs for distribution and review by the appropriate State Office leads, I am asking that all NEPA documents be sent directly to Lauren Mermejo.  She will take the lead on distributing and tracking the review of the documents.  If only the wilderness portions of the NEPA documents require review, please send those directly to Steve E. Knox or Maggie Kelsey.  They do not have to be sent to Lauren.  This protocol will also be reviewed, revised, and finalized by the ECG in the next fiscal year.
I expect all Utah employees that work in the NEPA arena to embrace these recommendations and work with your NEPA coordinators and field offices to effectively improve the NEPA process.  Thank you  for your support in this extremely important matter.
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