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Introduction

The Eastern Federal Lands Highway Division (EFLHD) of the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) in cooperation with the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), Forest Service (FS); Beltrami County Highway Department, Minnesota; and the Minnesota Department of Transportation (MNDOT) has prepared and made available for public review and comment the Environmental Assessment (EA) for Reconstruction of Turtle River Lake Road, Forest Highway 52, also known as County State-Aid Highway 22 (CSAH 22), in Beltrami County, Minnesota. The project is located within the Chippewa National Forest, and extends from CSAH 27 to CSAH 39.  The EA documented the potential environmental and social impacts from implementing one of four alternatives: 1) No Action Alternative, 2) Alternative A, 3) Alternative B, and 4) Alternative C.  The EA was completed in September 2003 and was made available for public review and comment for over 30 days.  A public meeting on the EA was held in September 2003 at MNDOT’s Northwest Office in Bemidji, Minnesota.

The purpose of this document is to record selection of an alternative and finding of no significant impact (FONSI) pursuant to the Council on Environmental Quality’s regulations for implementing the National Environmental Policy Act (43 CFR 1500).

This document should be attached to the Environmental Assessment for Reconstruction of Turtle River Lake Road, Forest Highway 52 (County State-Aid Highway 22), Chippewa National Forest, Beltrami County, Minnesota.

Purpose and Need 

Turtle River Lake Road (Forest Highway 52, CSAH 22) provides access to the Chippewa National Forest for local residents, recreational users, and National Forest users.  The present route also serves as a major collector between CSAH 39 and US Highway 71. 

The existing gravel route is not adequate for current and projected traffic.  In many areas the travel lanes are too narrow, surface is rough and significant amount of dust and sediment are generated, which result in water and air pollution.  The absence of shoulders and narrow travel lanes on this roadway creates safety hazard. As traffic use of the roadway increases with the projected automobile and commercial traffic; with roadway having a large number of potholes, narrow lanes and minimal shoulders; the road efficiency and safety would further deteriorate, while increasing the maintenance costs. 

The roadway provides access to excellent scenery of the Turtle River Lake area. The proposed action is to upgrade the existing roadway to provide an adequate and safe roadway for current and future traffic.  Additional benefits include reducing air- and water-borne sediments through paving and stabilizing cut and fill slopes.  Upgrading the existing roadway also addresses the Forest Service’s need for using the roadway for heavy timber hauling trucks.  

CSAH 22 is designated as a major collector roadway in the Beltrami County’s Transportation Plan. The proposed improvements would provide safe and efficient access between US Highway 71 and CSAH 39.  

Alternatives Considered

A brief summary of alternatives considered is presented below:

No Action Alternative: Under the No Action Alternative, no substantial improvements would be performed.  Only routine maintenance would be performed leaving the roadway as it now exists.  

Alternative A: This alternative provides 11-foot lanes with 2-foot shoulders. This 

Alternative would meet the MNDOT design standards for Type 1 Natural Preservation Routes.  The proposed alternative would require approximately 14 acres of clearing and 7.5 acres of wetlands encroachment.  This alternative would include site-specific treatment for the North Twin Lakes Area described in Section 2.4 of the EA.  However, this alternative would not meet the design standards for the roadway classification designated for CSAH 22.

Alternative B: This alternative provides 12-foot lanes and 4-foot shoulders.  

The Alternative would meet the MNDOT design standards for Type III Natural Preservation Routes. The proposed alternative would require approximately 24 acres of clearing and 8.5 acres of wetlands encroachment.  The alternative would include shallower roadside ditches and steeper back slopes to reduce clearing and minimize wetlands encroachment.  The alternative would include site-specific treatment for the North Twin Lakes Area described in Section 2.4 of the EA. The alternative would meet the current design standards designation for CSAH 22.

Alternative C:  This alternative would provide 12-foot lanes with 2-foot shoulders, a modification of MNDOT design standards of Type I Natural Preservation Routes.  This alternative would include site-specific treatment for the North Twin Lakes Area described in Section 2.4 of the EA.  The proposed alternative would require approximately 15.8 acres clearing and 7.5 acres of wetlands encroachment.  However, the proposed design would not meet MNDOT design standards for the current roadway classification for CSAH 22. 
Preferred Alternative  

An inter-agency coordination meeting was held on February 5, 2003, at the Chippewa National Forest office in Cass Lake, MN.  Alternative B was selected as the preferred alternative.  As discussed under the previous section, the proposed alternative would provide 12-foot lanes and 4-foot shoulders. The alternative would meet the design standards for Type III Natural Preservation Routes, the current designation for CSAH 22. To address citizen and agency concerns for the wide clearing area with the Type III Natural Preservation Routes design standards, shallower ditches and steeper back slopes would be used to reduce roadway footprints and minimize wetlands encroachment.  This alternative would include site-specific treatment for the North Twin Lakes Area described in Section 2.4 of the EA.

Rationale for Selection of Preferred Alternative (Alternative B) and Project Compliance  

Alternatives A and C would not meet the MNDOT design standards for CSAH 22 roadway classification designated in the Beltrami County’ Transportation Plan.  Alternative B is selected as the preferred alternative.  The preferred alternative would meet the design standards for the CSAH 22 roadway classification and meet the project purpose and need.  The alternative addresses the concerns raised by the citizens regarding wide clearing area with the previously improved section of CSAH 22. The preferred alternative would include narrower ditches and steeper back slopes to minimize clearing.  A comparison of the proposed alternative to the existing improvements on CSAH 22 is shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Typical Section of Proposed Alternative Compared with the Existing improved Section of CSAH 22

A summary discussion of specific compliance for the selected alternative follows:

Short-term water quality impacts of sedimentation will occur during construction activities; however, use and enforcement of all appropriate best management practices, and sediment and erosion control measures during construction will result in minimal impacts.  

Beltrami County will apply for and obtain all necessary permits which may include: National Pollution Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit, Army Corps of Engineers Section 404 Permit and Water Quality Certification for activities in the jurisdictional waters. 

Concerns for the Federal, State and National Forest endangered species of concern were addressed in the EA.  A biological evaluation was prepared for this project and reviewed by the Forest Service and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS).  A determination of not likely to adversely affect endangered species has been rendered by the FWS. 

There will be no significant permanent impacts on air or noise quality.  Visual and water impacts in the Twin Lakes area will be minimized with design enhancements discussed in the EA.  

A Phase 1 Cultural Resources Survey was prepared for the existing road corridor.  In 2000, the Beltrami County Highway Department determined that no sites located within the roadway corridor met the National Register criteria.  Furthermore, in March of 2000, the Minnesota State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) concluded “that no historic properties eligible for or listed on the National Register of Historic Places will be affected by this project.”  

Therefore, the proposed action (Alternative B), reconstruction of Turtle River Lake Road, Forest Highway 52 (CSAH 22) between CSAH 27 and CSAH 39 is in compliance with the relevant laws and implementing regulations. 

Mitigation Measures

In order to minimize impacts associated with the preferred alternative, the following measures will be implemented:

1. An Erosion and Sediment Control Plan will be prepared and included in the final construction plans. 

2. The final construction plans will include directions to the Contractor for minimizing disturbance of woody and turf vegetation

3. If any bald eagle nests are identified during implementation of the proposed roadway improvements, the FWS and FS will be notified and further construction activities will adhere to the Chippewa National Forest Land Resources Management Plan, which has specific guidance for projects that occur within the vicinity of bald eagle nests. 

4. Use of shallower ditches and steeper back slopes will be utilized to minimize vegetation clearing and mitigate impacts on vegetation and wetlands.

5. Re-vegetate disturbed areas with naturally occurring vegetation of similar composition and structure as the surrounding vegetation.

6. A site-specific variation will be utilized for the Twin Lake segment of the project to minimize clearing and impacts to open water area.

7. The culvert replacements in streams and wetlands would maintain or restore natural flow patterns and allow passage of aquatic species.  Wide box culverts would be utilized where right-of-way bisects perennial wetland systems.

Public Involvement 

Public outreach was conducted throughout the NEPA process to engage the community in discussion regarding the proposed action through a series of newsletters, and public meetings.  An informational newsletter was mailed to interested citizens, agencies and other interested parties on December 3, 2001.  Notice was also advertised in the local newspapers and posted on the FHWA website. A 30 day comment period was held from December 10, 2001, until January 10, 2002.    Again, a second newsletter was mailed on May 21, 2002.    A public meeting was held on June 18, 2002, followed by a 30 day comment period.  Notice of the newsletter and public meeting were advertised in the local newspaper and on the FHWA website. An additional public briefing was held at the request of the Commissioner of Taylor Township . 

A final public meeting to answer questions and obtain comments on the EA was held on September 24, 2003 at the MNDOT’s office in Bemidji, MN.  Again, the EA was made available to agencies and for public review in the local libraries and Forest Service offices in Blackduck and Cass Lake for a period of 30 days.  Notice of EA availability was published in the local newspapers and posted on the FHWA website.  Copy of the Notice of EA Availability is attached. The comment period for the EA ended on November 12, 2003.  Two comments were received after the final pubic meeting and availability of the EA.  None of the comments received from the public disputed the purpose and need for the project.  All comments, which were submitted in writing, were responded to in writing. These comments generally supported the preferred alternative, but included additional items for consideration, which were reviewed.  The submitted written comments and the FHWA responses are attached to this document. 

Agency Coordination

Consultation and coordination occurred with a number of agencies and organizations having jurisdictional approval authority relative to the proposed action or anticipated to have a vested interest in the project plans and decision process.  The coordinating agencies reached consensus in the selection of the preferred alternative.  EA was recommended for approval by the Forest Service; Beltrami County, MN; and Minnesota Department of Transportation.

Following distribution of the EA in October 2003, the following agencies responded with comments:

· U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

· Minnesota Department of Natural Resources

Conclusion
The Federal Highway Administration hereby adopts the reconstruction alternative (proposed action, Alternative B).  Implementation of this alternative does not constitute a major Federal action significantly affecting the quality of the human environment pursuant to the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969.  Public involvement, public notification and mitigation measures discussed in the EA will minimize the potential for adverse effects on the human environment and would assist the localities in implementing their planned facilities improvement.  Accordingly, an Environmental Impact Statement will not be prepared.  Implementation of the selected alternative may take place immediately after the date of this decision.
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