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NEPA for Ranchers 

                  
What is NEPA?  

 
Enacted into law on January 1, 1970, the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)1 

transformed how government Agencies make decisions which may impact the environment: 
integrating environmental quality concerns into Federal policy and decision making. 
Through NEPA, the Federal government requires three vital processes during project 
planning that had not been undertaken before:  
 

1. all Federal agencies must consider the environmental impacts of their proposed 
actions;  

2. the public must be informed of the potential environmental impacts of proposed 
actions;  

3. the public must be involved in planning and analysis relevant to actions that impact 

the environment. 

To fulfill the above, federal agencies implemented what has come to be known as the 
"NEPA process."  This process is usually triggered whenever federal funding is used for a 
project, or when a project is focused on major right of ways, land exchanges, or permit 
renewals involving federal approval.  

 
NEPA and Grazing Permits  
 

For the purpose of reissuing federal grazing permits, the documents used to complete 
this process are either an Environmental Assessment (EA) or an Environmental Impact 
Statement (EIS). If a proposed major federal action may significantly affect the quality of the 
human environment, an EIS is required.2 However, most proposed grazing permit renewals 
are not perceived to significantly affect the environment and will likely be prepared using an 
EA. 

Environmental consequences of proposed actions and alternatives are explored in both 
documents. No specific number of alternatives are required for an EA,3 but an EIS must 
include a ñno actionò alternative, which proposes no change from current management 
direction or practice.4 However, in practice, most EAs also include a ñno actionò alternative.5  

                                                             
1 42 U.S.C. § 4321 et seq., https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/USCODE-2017-title42/html/USCODE-2017-title42-

chap55.htm (last visited Dec. 16, 2018). 
2 Definition which by definition includes peopleôs relationship with the natural and physical environment) 
3 36 C.F.R. § 220.5(e) (2018) All sections of the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) listed in this handbook are available 

online at https//ecfr.gov.  
4 40 C.F.R. § 1502.14(d) (2018). 
5
 BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT, H-1790-1, NATIONAL  ENVIRONMENTAL  POLICY ACT HANDBOOK (2008), section 

8.3.4.2 ñAlternatives in an EA,ò 
https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/uploads/Media_Library_BLM_Policy_Handbook_h1790-1.pdf, and U.S. FISH 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/USCODE-2017-title42/html/USCODE-2017-title42-chap55.htm
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/USCODE-2017-title42/html/USCODE-2017-title42-chap55.htm
https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/uploads/Media_Library_BLM_Policy_Handbook_h1790-1.pdf


2 

 
 

 

There may be some projects that do not require an EA or EIS and may fall under a 
Categorical Exclusion (CE or CatEx). Neither the United States Forest Service (USFS) nor 
the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) have authority to use a Categorical Exclusion as a 
means for NEPA compliance with regard to authorizing domestic grazing activities.  

The use of CEs is usually for routine tasks, projects or operations, and maintenance. The 
USFS and BLM have departmental manuals that provide direction on the use of CEs. These 
directives may be found in the BLM Categorical Exclusion Documentation6 and at USFS 
Categorical Exclusions.7 Ultimately, if a proposed action is not categorically excluded from 
detailed analysis, it is considered a major proposed management action.8  

If a project falls under a Categorical Exclusion, the Agency Official shall determine 
whether review is also required under Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act. 
A 106 analysis can inform a NEPA analysis and vice versa, and a finding under NHPA §106 
may determine whether ñextraordinary circumstancesò exist that would preclude the usage 
of a categorical exclusion.9  

 
Applying NEPA 

 
To help clarify the NEPA process, the below flowchart (Figure 1) provides a general 

overview. The NEPA document should accommodate the Adaptive Management process as 
described by each agency.10 This is a formal, systematic, and rigorous approach to learning 
from the outcomes of management actions, accommodating change, and improving 
management. There may be supplemental Regional issuances of this directive to provide 

                                                             
AND WILDLIFE SERVICE, ñNEPA's Forty Most Asked Questionsò 

https://www.fws.gov/r9esnepa/NEPA_Handbook/40_Asked_Questions.pdf  
6 BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT, CATEGORICAL EXCLUSION DOCUMENTATION (2016), 

https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/documents/files/PlanningandNepa_Planning_FinalPlanningRuleCategoricalExcl

usion.pdf 
7 See generally UNITED STATES FOREST SERVICE, 1909.15-2018-1 NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY ACT HANDBOOK 

(2018), Ch. 30 ñCategorical Exclusion from Documentationò Amendment, 

https://www.fs.fed.us/emc/nepa/includes/wo_1909.15_30_Amend-2018-1-CategoricalExclusionFromDocumentation.pdf 
8 Note: though the USFS is under the US Department of Agriculture and the BLM is under the US Department of Interior, 

both agencies follow similar NEPA processes as defined by the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) and NEPA 
regulations. The differences are found in each agencyôs policies and manuals and are referenced in the Literature Cited 

section of this handbook. 
9 COUNCIL ON ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY EXECUTIVE OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT AND ADVISORY 

COUNCIL ON HISTORIC PRESERVATION, NEPA and NHPA: A Handbook for Integrating NEPA and Section 106, 

https://www.achp.gov/sites/default/files/2017-02/NEPA_NHPA_Section_106_Handbook_Mar2013_0.pdf (accessed 

November 3, 2019) 
10  For USFS See UNITED STATES FOREST SERVICE, 2209.13, FOREST SERVICE HANDBOOK (FSH) (2016) pp. 8-10, sec. 

ñ92.23b Adaptive Managementò and p. 16, sec. ñ96.2 Adaptive Management Modifications,ò https://www.fs.fed.us/cgi-

bin/Directives/get_dirs/fsh?2209.13; (select and download ñ2209.13_90_Rangeland Management Decision-

Making.docò), (last visited Dec. 16, 2018). For BLM see BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT, H-1790-1, NATIONAL 

ENVIRONMENTAL  POLICY ACT HANDBOOK (2008), Ch. 14 ñAdaptive Management,ò 

https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/uploads/Media_Library_BLM_Policy_Handbook_h1790-1.pdf. Please note this 
section is currently reserved by the BLM and has not been updated. 

https://www.fws.gov/r9esnepa/NEPA_Handbook/40_Asked_Questions.pdf
https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/documents/files/PlanningandNepa_Planning_FinalPlanningRuleCategoricalExclusion.pdf
https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/documents/files/PlanningandNepa_Planning_FinalPlanningRuleCategoricalExclusion.pdf
https://www.fs.fed.us/emc/nepa/includes/wo_1909.15_30_Amend-2018-1-CategoricalExclusionFromDocumentation.pdf
https://www.achp.gov/sites/default/files/2017-02/NEPA_NHPA_Section_106_Handbook_Mar2013_0.pdf
https://www.fs.fed.us/cgi-bin/Directives/get_dirs/fsh?2209.13
https://www.fs.fed.us/cgi-bin/Directives/get_dirs/fsh?2209.13
https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/uploads/Media_Library_BLM_Policy_Handbook_h1790-1.pdf
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clarification and Regional level operating procedures,11 
so be sure to check with the nearest office responsible 
for permit renewal. 

Management Review or Plan-to-Project 
Analysis 
      The NEPA process for the reissuance of grazing 
permits often begins with a review of the grazing 
history (including actual numbers and use) and 
management over the last ten years. This review 
should be facilitated through Annual Operating 
Instructions between range staff and the permittee(s).  

Identification of Possible Practices to 
Address Resource Needs 
 Considering new range improvements is important 
as these may help the operation be more successful, 
both ecologically and financially. To accomplish this, 
sites need monitoring and data collection to provide 
background information about existing and desired 
conditions. Any discrepancies between the two may be 
due to climate, invasive plant species encroachment, 
poor livestock distribution, inefficient water 
development or fences, and many other factors which 
may not be under the control of the permittee or land 
manager.   
 New management practices can be developed and 
discussed as these problems are identified, including 
invasive plan treatment, new water pipelines and 
storage tanks, changing seasons of use, herding and 
cross fencing. Much of the documentation and 
communication between agency personnel and 
ranchers is outlined on the ñleft side of the triangleò 
(Figure 2). The left side of the NEPA triangle in Figure 
2 illustrates the review, planning, and data collection    
phase. The right side of the triangle illustrates NEPA 
processes necessary to fully develop management 

                                                             
11 See e.g. UNITED STATES FOREST SERVICE, 2209.13-2016-1, FOREST SERVICE HANDBOOK (FSH) REGION III  

SUPPLEMENTAL DIRECTIVE (2016) https://www.fs.fed.us/cgi-bin/Directives/get_dirs/fsh?2209.13; (select and download 
ñ2209.13_90.docxò). Region III, headquartered in New Mexico, includes Arizona and New Mexico. 

Figure 1: Adapted from BLM H -1790-1 - 

NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL 

POLICY ACT HANDBOOK  

https://www.fs.fed.us/cgi-bin/Directives/get_dirs/fsh?2209.13
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alternatives related to the project area and to accomplish project implementation.  

Figure 2 

Desired and Existing Conditions 
 Allotment analysis will identify the deficits between Desired and Existing conditions, 
as identified by the permittee, land management agency, or other interested parties. Three 
things need to occur to accomplish this: 1) examining data to see if there is agreement on 
the reasons for the gap between desired and existing conditions; 2) a determination of 
whether existing data fully describes the long term trend and extent of deficit between 
measurements; and 3) a common agreement as to some practical management action or 
alternatives that could be applied on the grazing allotment narrow the gap between Desired 
and Existing conditions 

These discussions and data summary activities provide a framework to identify resource 
management needs and develop the proposed action and management actions which will 
be analyzed in the NEPA document. Internal agency documents provide a framework for 
the development of a proposed action, most commonly in an EA. 

 
Developing Your Own Proposed Action 
 

If you want to be a part of the NEPA process for your allotment, you may ask, what 
should I do?  The answer: be proactive in the development of the proposed action and any 
alternatives. The scope of your action is focused on the authorization of livestock grazing, 
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and must include livestock management practices necessary for effects analysisð
evaluation of suggested practicesðand successful rangeland management. 

 

 
Evaluating soils on Dutchwoman Butte. 

Proposed Action and Project Initiation Letter 

Permittees and agencies should fully coordinate in developing proposed actions. When 
an issue is raised, it is critical that there be sufficient data to fully describe the nature and 
reasons for differences between actual conditions on the grazing allotment and the desired 
conditions that are biologically obtainable. In this case, the NEPA process should not 
progress beyond the left side ñfrontloadingò part of the NEPA triangle until sufficient data is 
collected to assist in the development of sound proposed management actions. 
 When both agency staff and the permittee feel that adequate data and ancillary 
information exist to form a purpose and need statement and subsequent proposed actions, 
a Project Initiation Letter (PIL) is executed by the agency which then forms an  
interdisciplinary team (ID). As defined by the USFS NEPA Handbook Zero Code, a PIL 
ñincludes a clear statement of the proposed action and the purpose and need for that action; 
cites any documents, assessments, and public involvement used to generate the purpose 
and need; assigns team membership and leadership; defines expected time frames for 



6 

 
 

 

analysis and documentation; and identifies resources available to the team.ò 12 The Zero 
Code further defines the óProposed Actionô as existing when an agency gives public notice 

of a proposal.   
In recent years, federal agencies have more fully recognized the importance of public 

participation, adaptive management, coordination and collaboration. Affected parties or 
permittees, not just specialists, can become a greater participant in NEPA processes ï even 
before public notice.  Hence, many NEPA writers use the term ñproposalò in the PIL and 
then define the sideboards (purpose and need for action) the team must use to prepare a 
suitable óProposed Action.ô  

Permittee Involvement in Agency Processes 

From a technical perspective, a livestock grazing permittee is not considered a member 
of the NEPA Interdisciplinary team. The challenge then is the constant need to óaskô to be 
involved and for information and updates. A permittee should be able to stay abreast of 
project development through collaborative efforts with agency representatives. 

As the proposal is further developed, the permittee should insist on full involvement by 
reviewing drafts and providing comments, especially when endangered species are 
involved. With threatened, endangered, or proposed for listing (TEP) species, Section 7 
Consultation under the Endangered Species Act with the United States Fish & Wildlife 
Service (USFWS) is concurrent with much of the NEPA process. Section 7 Consultation is a 
cooperative effort of affected parties and federal agencies to analyze the possible effects of 
proposed actions on listed or critical species.13 Before formal consultation under Section 7, 
however, informal consultation can occur with the USFWS during the early stages of the 
proposed action development. During informal consultation, a certified Biologist from the 
land management agency will prepare a Biological Assessment (BA) to document their 

determination of any effect the proposal may have on the species.14 Although there is no set 
timeline by regulation, informal consultation usually runs 30 to 60 days. This can be reduced 
with early and continuous involvement of the USFWS in the process. It is a good idea for the 
biologist to collaborate with agency regional staff and the permittee in the preparation of the 
BA. The final decision from the line officer must be preceded by a signed BA. If the 
proposed action is determined to be a ñmajor federal action,ò the BA should analyze 
alternatives.15    

If the BA determines effects on species will occur, the agency is required to engage in 
formal Section 7 consultation with the USFWS, which results in the USFWSô issuance of a 
Biological Opinion (BO). The land management agency initiates formal consultation with the 

                                                             
12 See UNITED STATES FOREST SERVICE, 1909.15-2011-4, NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY ACT HANDBOOK, (2011), 

Ch. Zero Code Amendment, at 14, https://www.fs.fed.us/emc/nepa/nepa_procedures/index.htm, (download ñZero 

Codeò)(last visited Dec. 16, 2018) Please note that this resource is available on an older version of the USFS site which is 

currently in transition and may be subject to change. It was last updated September 26, 2018.  
13 UNITED STATES FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE, ENDANGERED SPECIES ACT SECTION 7 CONSULTATION HANDBOOK, 

(1998), p. 1-1, https://www.fws.gov/endangered/esa-library/pdf/esa_section7_handbook.pdf. 
14See also Biological Assessments, 50 C.F.R. Ä 402.12(i)(2018), (ñThe Federal agency or the designated non- Federal 

representative shall complete the biological assessment within 180 days after its initiation (receipt of or concurrence with 

the species list) unless a different period of time is agreed to by the Director and the Federal agency.ò). 
15 42 U.S.C. § 4332(C). See also 50 C.F.R. § 402.12(f)(5). 

https://www.fs.fed.us/emc/nepa/nepa_procedures/index.htm
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USFWS over the proposed action in writing, accompanying this letter with the BA. Formal 
consultation takes up to 90 days.  
Early in this process the permittee should apply for ñapplicantò status through the USFS 

to have opportunity to provide comments on the USFWSôs draft BO. This allows the 
permittee to review and provide input during consultation between the USFS and the 
USFWS. Working together with staff biologists, the agency range specialists and the 
permittee will collaboratively evaluate resource conditions and provide findings that will be 
incorporated in the BA for the grazing allotment. If the final determination is a ñmay effectò or 
is ñlikely to adversely affectò a particular species, the BA is sent to the USFWS for review. If 
the USFWS finds the management action is ñlikely to affectò or ñadversely affectò TEP 
species, mitigation measures to address these concerns will be provided in a BO authored 
by the USFWS. In the BO, the USFWS will provide guidance as to whether the proposed 
management action will negatively affect species of concern under the Endangered Species 
Act (ESA). Mitigation measures, or reasonable and prudent measures, and any terms and 

conditions from the BO are coupled with the agency BA and incorporated into the NEPA 
document sent out for public comment.  

If there are potential adverse effects to a TEP species, an EIS may be required; 
otherwise an EA may be prepared. Specifically, an EIS is written when there may be 
extraordinary circumstances or significant impacts to the human environment; notification of 
the process is published in the Federal Register (FR) with a Notice of Intent (NOI) starting 
the scoping or comment period.16 The Draft EIS (DEIS) is made available for review prior to 
or at the time of transmittal to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). The EPA will 
issue a Notice of Availability (NOA) in the FR. The review period is calculated from the day 
after the EPAôs NOA appears in the FR as per regulations.17 

Public Scoping 
 Major proposed management actions must be sent out to the public for examination and 

comment to legally comply with the NEPA process. Public Scoping is required for all USFS 
proposed actions including EAs.18 The BLM, following the CEQ regulations, only specifically 
requires EIS documents to have a public scoping period.19 Other actions covered by an EA 
within the BLM are subject to the authorized line officerôs discretion as to whether the action 
is major and thus requires public scoping. Public Scoping allows interested parties to bring 
to the attention of the land management agency issues or concerns that may have been 
overlooked by the interdisciplinary team (BLM or Forest Specialists, State Wildlife 
Specialists, and others) when the proposed action was developed. Alternative management 

                                                             
16 40 C.F.R. § 1501.7; 36 C.F.R. § 220.5; 36 C.F.R. § 220.4(e).   
17 40 C.F.R. § 1506.9-10; 36 C.F.R. § 220.5; UNITED STATES FOREST SERVICE, 1909.15-2011-5, NATIONAL 

ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY ACT HANDBOOK, (2011), ch, 20 amendment, section 24.1 ñCirculating and Filing A Draft 

Environmental Impact Statement,ò p. 16. https://www.fs.fed.us/emc/nepa/nepa_procedures/index.htm, (download 

ñChapter 20 Environmental Impact Statements and Related Documentsò) (any handbook references to Part 215 are no 

longer current as Part 215 was reserved in July 2014.) 
18 36 C.F.R. § 220.4 (E) (1)-(3). 
19 BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT, H-1790-1, NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL  POLICY ACT HANDBOOK (2008) sec. 1.3 

ñDocuments Used to Meet NEPA Requirements,ò and sec. 6.3 ñscoping,ò 
https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/uploads/Media_Library_BLM_Policy_Handbook_h1790-1.pdf.  

https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/uploads/Media_Library_BLM_Policy_Handbook_h1790-1.pdf
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actions may be developed after receipt of comments during public scoping of Chapter 1 and 
2 of the EA or EIS, which would include the proposed action, purpose and need, and 
alternative(s) being considered.  

NEPA Document Contents 

If you review agency NEPA documents that have been circulated to the public and 
review requirements in this guide, common themes exist for what should be included in a 
NEPA document. We have indicated those themes in parentheses following the suggested 
outline below: 
 
1.   Recitation of Issues of Concern (Purpose and Need for Action) 

If there are no major issues or concerns, the purpose may be just to reissue the 
grazing permit or to install some range improvements that will improve management 
on the allotment. 

2.   Description and Characterization of the Allotment (Existing Conditions) 
3.   Historical Information about the Allotment (Background or Existing Conditions) 
4.   Past Management Actions and Projects and Their Success or Failure (Existing 

Conditions -Management History) 
5.   Mitigating Factors (Existing Conditions - History and Management) 
6.   Monitoring Data Summary (Existing Conditions - History and Management) 
7.   Goals and Objectives (Desired Conditions - Proposed Action) 

As part of a Proposed Action, an adaptive management strategy should be included 
to provide for needed and achievable course corrections to meet goals and 
objectives. 

8.   Environmental Impacts of Proposed Action (Effects) 
9.   Supporting Documents (Literature Cited; Monitoring Data) 
10. Compliance with pertinent laws {Proposed Action ï National Historic Preservation Act 

(NHPA) clearances} 
 

In assembling the items above, close communication must occur with the management 
agency administering the permit. You may desire to submit your own alternative after 
consultation with agency partners, consultants, university personnel, family members, or 
other parties who may provide helpful information. It may be useful to view yourself as an 
investigative scientist in determining possible reasons for current conditions on the allotment 
and combine that with research to see if available information supports your preferred 
alternative. 

Recitation of Issue of Concern 

If there are existing conditions on the allotment that could benefit from a change in 
management, these should be identified. Often, issues only marginally related to grazing 
management may have a major effect upon current conditions. For example, tree 
encroachment reduces herbaceous or grassy understory, which may increase erosion. It is 
important to not ignore such issues that are influencing the resource conditions of the 
grazing allotment. If existing conditions are being negatively influenced by factors outside 
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the realm of your control as a grazing permittee these should be identified. As you further 
examine what problems existðif they do existðon the grazing allotment, you may wish to 
view them in the following manner to help identify goals, objectives, and to develop an 
alternative:  
         

Does a problem exist? Do we know the reason for the problem? What is the severity of the 
problem as supported by data collection? Can we fix the problem in an economically and 
ecologically sustainable manner? What is the most obvious manner in which to fix the 
problem? Does the logical action we would propose comply with existing laws such as the 
Endangered Species Act? What is the expected outcome of the proposed action and can 
we monitor progress for the management practices in such a way as to evaluate the 
appropriateness of the action?  Viewing existing problems for the allotment in such a 
manner can help identify goals and objectives for future management and provide the 
genesis for the NEPA alternative you would propose.   
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ñGround Truthingò is an essential part of allotment evaluations. 

    

Description and Characterization of the Allotment 
This section of the document includes a general description of the allotment such as 

location (including maps), acreage, range and vegetation types, elevation, pastures, grazing 
plan, and climate. Occasionally, information is omitted that should have been included to 
explain the management of the allotment as a whole. Are there pastures that are better 
used as winter pastures due to limited water availability or increased browse cover? Are 
there pastures that should be used as calving pastures to limit predator loss? Information 
vital for the management of the allotment should not be overlooked or you may find your 
options limited later on. You should not agree to a management plan that is inflexible but 
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you should also not fail to provide sufficient detail that supports your preferred alternative.  
In this section, you should explain characteristics unique to your allotment. Is this a 

yearling or cow-calf operation, or both? Do you use the allotment year round or seasonally? 
Are you using a single herd or multiple herds in your grazing rotation? Sometimes, agency 
personnel may suggest you make this section as simple as possible. However, if your 
operation requires additional complexity such as breeding pastures to maintain a multiple 
sire breeding system, information regarding this additional complexity will need to be 
included. The important thing to monitor and document on the allotment is your ñfootprintò 
on the landscape and you should seek to have desired day to day management become 
incorporated into the document. In many NEPA documents, language related to livestock 
management is incomplete, chiefly due to a lack of communication between agency 
personnel and the permittee. Agency personnel are familiar with stocking rates and livestock 
movements but are often unfamiliar with the overall philosophy of the rancherôs operation 
such as how a rotation schedule would better suit calving or breeding seasons on your 
operation.  

As you construct this section, equip yourself with soils and vegetation maps and 
ecological site descriptionsðif they existðthat can be obtained from your agency partners. 
You may wish to identify areas of the allotment in excellent ecological conditions and those 
areas that could stand improvement. Do not overlook other information vital to the allotment 
such as trails and roads that are important to management. Other information that may need 
to be includedðat least on a map or tableðmay be the location of gathering facilities, future 
controlled burns, and underutilized areas of the allotment (e.g., due to a lack of water, trails, 
or fences). 

When documenting Existing Conditions, be sure to display all aspects, not limiting your 
description only to issues of concern. Past management practices or unique features of the 
allotment that have resulted in beneficial attributes for the action areaðsuch as improved 
wildlife habitatðshould also be included to assist in developing your proposed action. 

Historical Information About the Allotment 

In this section, you will need to provide information on historic and more recent stocking 
rates and management. You should provide information on the number and type of livestock 
that existed on the allotment early on and more recently. You may also want to provide a 
historical overview of when it was first settled, early management, and how cattle were 
gathered and sold. Excerpts from historical narratives such as journals and letters, 
documented oral history from older family members and early pioneers, and old photos 
showing what the landscape looked like during early settlement could provide valuable 
information that does not usually make it into NEPA documents. Climatic data may also be 
available online at long term weather stations that are close to the allotment. However, keep 
in mind that rainfall can vary greatly over just a short distance. If you have rainfall data 
collected by the family over the years that is even better. 

Past Management Actions and Projects and Their Success or Failure  

Within this section, you have the opportunity to describe past projects that have been 
implemented on the allotment, maintenance needs, and their relative success and why. 
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Examples would be old juniper removal projects, seeding efforts, waterlines, riparian 
treatments, etc. If you had an old juniper bush that is in need of maintenance due to young 
trees that have encroached or if roads on the allotment are contributing to hillside erosion, it 
is good to acknowledge the same. Have you been locked into a particular grazing system 
with the old NEPA? Document the need of altering it by such actions as adding pastures or 
grazing a shorter time period. This is a good example of when to enact Adaptive 
Management language. Do livestock congregate in an area more than you desire due to a 
lack of water developments? Have you seen improved plant diversity or reduced soil 
movement due to the installation of a cross fence? Acknowledging successes and failures 
can help you provide justification for the management actions you wish to propose.  

Mitigating Factors  
Are there any special conditions or influences that explain some of the existing 

conditions on the allotment? Examples may be drought, timing of moisture in the warm 
season vs. the cool season, tree encroachment, historic soil loss or overgrazing, off road 
vehicles, fire, smelter shadows, etc. Some influences like fire can be either positive or 
negative, depending upon the frequency and intensity of rainfall following the fire, grazing 
pressure before the fire, and the seedbank available in the area. Temporary losses in 
ground cover follow fires but with lower intensity rainfall following fire, overall herbaceous 
ground cover can increase over time.  

Monitoring Data Summary 

What can we say about this dimension of the NEPA document to emphasize how 
important it is? Oftentimes, this is the most incomplete section of the document. Good 
information leads to good decisions. If monitoring data are not being collected, begin now! 
Guidelines on initiating a monitoring program on your allotment are available online,20 and 
are included in the USFS handbook.21 In addition to data the permittee has helped collect, a 
review and summarization of existing monitoring data that is present in the agency project 
file should be pursued. You will also want to look for related data pertinent to management 
such as past fire occurrences on the ranch.  

Monitoring shall be included in the NEPA decision and includes both Implementation and 
Effectiveness monitoring. Implementation monitoring verifies the alternative chosen in the 
final NEPA decision is correctly applied. Effectiveness monitoring determines the efficacy of 
the chosen alternative to achieve the desired outcomes which were described in the NEPA 
document. Quantitative monitoring is important for adaptive management. 

                                                             
20 See S. Swanson et al., University of Nevada Cooperative Extension Special Publication SP-18-03, Nevada Rangeland 

Monitoring Handbook (3d ed. 2018), http://www.unce.unr.edu/publications/sp_2018_03.aspx; Lamar Smith et al., 

Arizona Grazing Lands Conservation Association, Guide to Rangeland Monitoring and Assessment: Basic concepts for 

collecting, interpreting, and use of rangeland data for management planning and decisions (2012), 

https://globalrangelands.org/dlio/37404.   
21

 See UNITED STATES FOREST SERVICE, 2209.13, FOREST SERVICE HANDBOOK (FSH) (2016) pp. 15-16, sec. ñ95 

Monitoringò https://www.fs.fed.us/cgi-bin/Directives/get_dirs/fsh?2209.13; (select and download 

ñ2209.13_90_Rangeland Management Decision-Making.docò). For Region III see UNITED STATES FOREST SERVICE, 

2209.13-2016-1, FOREST SERVICE HANDBOOK (FSH) REGION III  SUPPLEMENTAL DIRECTIVE (2016) pp. 34-38, sec. ñ95 
Monitoring,ò https://www.fs.fed.us/cgi-bin/Directives/get_dirs/fsh?2209.13; (select and download ñ2209.13_90.docxò).  

http://www.unce.unr.edu/publications/sp_2018_03.aspx
https://globalrangelands.org/dlio/37404
https://www.fs.fed.us/cgi-bin/Directives/get_dirs/fsh?2209.13
https://www.fs.fed.us/cgi-bin/Directives/get_dirs/fsh?2209.13
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Monitoring information is essential for NEPA documents 

Goals and Objectives 
Based upon issues of concern, existing conditions, livestock management, and 

monitoring data, what is the logical course of action and the intermediate steps required to 
accomplish the plan of action?  Close collaboration with agency, university, family members, 
and other partners is necessary to develop an alternative that everyone can get behind and 
support. Make sure that any range improvements such as fences, waterlines, juniper 
treatments, and burns you wish to propose are included here. If the agency says that 
proposed actions such as burns will be addressed under another NEPA document specific 
to that action, you have at least raised the issue for future reference. As you assemble 
components of the alternative you wish to propose, remember to build as much flexibility 
into the proposed action as is possible.  

Adaptive Management 

Adaptive management facilitates the implementation of a flexible management plan on 
your allotment and should be incorporated to allow for the flexibility required to 
accommodate the inherent variability of rangelands. Adaptive management accommodates 
issues based upon current conditions and monitoring data, such as flexible turn out dates 
and stocking rates. 22 When livestock grazing is proposed using an adaptive management 

                                                             
22 For USFS See UNITED STATES FOREST SERVICE, 2209.13, FOREST SERVICE HANDBOOK (FSH) (2016) pp. 8-10, sec. 

ñ92.23b Adaptive Managementò and p. 16, sec. ñ96.2 Adaptive Management Modifications,ò https://www.fs.fed.us/cgi-

bin/Directives/get_dirs/fsh?2209.13; (select and download ñ2209.13_90_Rangeland Management Decision-
Making.docò). For BLM see BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT, H-1790-1, NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL  POLICY ACT 

https://www.fs.fed.us/cgi-bin/Directives/get_dirs/fsh?2209.13
https://www.fs.fed.us/cgi-bin/Directives/get_dirs/fsh?2209.13

