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The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) is fundamental to how we at BLM meet our mission and serve our publics.  NEPA is both a legal mandate and a tool for managers to use in making land use decisions and in disclosing the effects of a proposed action to the public.  As I’m sure you are aware, NEPA analyses and compliance are frequently the focus of litigation.  For all of these reasons, we in Utah BLM must make every effort to assure that our NEPA process meets a high standard, and that you have the tools and training you need to prepare NEPA documents.  

The Utah Leadership Team and I have chartered a team of people from across the state to conduct a NEPA effectiveness assessment, and then to present their findings and recommendations to the ULT.  I want to communicate to you all the goals of this effort and to enlist your support and ideas.  

The NEPA effectiveness assessment has four goals:

1. To conduct a statewide assessment of BLM Utah=s effectiveness in meeting the legal standards and procedural requirements under the National Environmental Policy Act.

2. To identify specific shortcomings and areas needing improvement.

3. To identify and share successes and tools that help the NEPA process.

4. To compile findings and recommendations as the basis for the NEPA improvement strategy, with a focus on practical, achievable results.

Jim Crisp, St. George Field Office Manager, and Shelley Smith, Branch Chief, Utah State Office, lead the assessment effort.  The core team members are Ed Forsman (Vernal FO), Steve Knox (USO), Greg Thayn (USO), Glen Nebeker (Fillmore FO), Tooter Burdick (Fillmore FO), and Larry Lichthardt (USO).  Other specialists and a Solicitor serve an advisory role on the extended team.  
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The assessment is being conducted in two phases.  The first phase is complete and involved phone interviews with each FO to inquire about how NEPA is handled there.  The team identified several dimensions of variability between the FOs, including the type and volume of workload, challenges, contracting, use of formal local guidance or process, full or part-time NEPA coordinators, use of interdisciplinary teams, program emphasis, and size (geographic and staff). It is cost-prohibitive to visit all FOs, and we expected the information gathered from such an effort would be redundant, so for Phase 2 the team selected six FOs that represent the spectrum of variability to visit for more in-depth inquiry. These offices are: Vernal, Price, Salt Lake, Moab, Kanab, and GSENM.  

Beginning in mid-February, teams will visit each of the six representative FOs.  The schedule is: 

· Grand Staircase Escalante National Monument and Kanab FO - Feb. 18-21

· Moab - March 11-12

· Price – March 13-14

· Vernal - March 25-26

· Salt Lake – March 27-28

The FO visits offer an opportunity for the team to identify those tools and processes a FO uses that are facilitating an effective and efficient NEPA process. For each of the FO visits, the team will be meeting with the FO Manager, the NEPA Coordinator, the supervisor of the NEPA function, staff that routinely prepare NEPA documents on both renewable and non-renewable resources staffs, and the records administrator.  

If you would like to offer your constructive suggestions to the NEPA assessment team, please notify your FO Manager prior to the team visiting.  Alternatively, if the team is not visiting your office or if you are not available when the team is in your FO, please contact any of the team members with your ideas.  

I want to stress to everyone in Utah BLM that the ULT and I place a high priority on a quality NEPA process.  We are very aware of the hard work and commitment on your part that it takes to do this.  We truly appreciate everyone’s efforts to make our NEPA documents and the administrative record, accurate, complete, and defensible, so that we are making the best possible decisions for the resources entrusted to us to manage.  
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