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SUBCHAPTER F—SUPPORT ACTIVITIES 

PART 650—COMPLIANCE WITH 
NEPA 

Subpart A—Procedures for NRCS-Assisted 
Programs 

Sec. 
650.1 Purpose. 
650.2 Applicability. 
650.3 Policy. 
650.4 Definition of terms. 
650.5 Environmental evaluation in planning. 
650.6 Categorical exclusions. 
650.7 When to prepare an EIS. 
650.8 When to prepare an environmental as-

sessment (EA). 
650.9 NEPA and interagency planning. 
650.10 Adoption of an EIS prepared by a co-

operating agency. 
650.11 Environmental documents. 
650.12 NRCS decisionmaking. 
650.13 Review and comment. 

Subpart B—Related Environmental 
Concerns 

650.20 Reviewing and commenting on EIS’s 
prepared by other agencies. 

650.21 Working relations with the U.S. Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency (EPA) and 
related State environmental agencies. 

650.22 Rare, threatened, and endangered 
species of plants and animals. 

650.23 Natural areas. 
650.24 Scenic beauty (visual resource). 
650.25 Flood-plain management. 

Subpart A—Procedures for NRCS- 
Assisted Programs 

AUTHORITY: 42 U.S.C. 4321 et seq.; Executive 
Order 11514 (Rev.); 7 CFR 2.62, unless other-
wise noted. 

SOURCE: 44 FR 50579, Aug. 29, 1979, unless 
otherwise noted. 

§ 650.1 Purpose. 
(a) This rule prescribes procedures by 

which NRCS is to implement the provi-
sions of NEPA. The Natural Resources 
Conservation Service recognizes NEPA 
as the national charter for protection, 
restoration, and enhancement of the 
human environment. NEPA establishes 
policy, sets goals (Section 101), and 
provides means (Section 102) for car-
rying out this policy. 

(b) The procedures included in this 
rule supplement CEQ’s NEPA regula-

tions, 40 CFR parts 1500–1508. CEQ regu-
lations that need no additional elabo-
ration to address NRCS-assisted ac-
tions are not repeated in this rule, al-
though the regulations are cited as ref-
erences. The procedures include some 
overlap with CEQ regulations. This is 
done to highlight items of importance 
for NRCS. This does not supersede the 
existing body of NEPA regulations. 

(c) These procedures provide that— 
(1) Environmental information is to 

be available to citizens before decisions 
are made about actions that signifi-
cantly affect the human environment; 

(2) NRCS-assisted actions are to be 
supported to the extent possible by ac-
curate scientific analyses that are 
technically acceptable to NRCS; 

(3) NRCS-prepared NEPA documents 
are to be available for public scrutiny; 
and 

(4) Documents are to concentrate on 
the issues that are timely and signifi-
cant to the action in question rather 
than amassing needless detail. 

(d) Procedures for implementing 
NEPA are designed to ensure that envi-
ronmental consequences are considered 
in decisionmaking. They allow NRCS 
to assist individuals and nonfederal 
public entities to take actions that 
protect, enhance, and restore environ-
mental quality. 

(e) These procedures make possible 
the early identification of actions that 
have significant effects on the human 
environment to avoid delays in deci-
sionmaking. 

§ 650.2 Applicability. 
This rule applies to all NRCS-as-

sisted programs including the 
uninstalled parts of approved projects 
that are not covered by environmental 
documents prepared under previous 
rules for compliance with NEPA. It is 
effective on the date of publication of 
the final rule. NRCS is to consult with 
CEQ in the manner prescribed by 40 
CFR 1506.11 if it is necessary to take 
emergency actions. 

§ 650.3 Policy. 
(a) NRCS mission. The NRCS mission 

is to provide assistance that will allow 
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Natural Resources Conservation Service, USDA § 650.3 

use and management of ecological, cul-
tural, natural, physical, social, and 
economic resources by striving for a 
balance between use, management, 
conservation, and preservation of the 
Nation’s natural resource base. The 
NRCS mission is reemphasized and ex-
panded to carry out the mandate of 
section 101(b) of NEPA, within other 
legislative constraints, in all its pro-
grams of Federal assistance. NRCS will 
continue to improve and coordinate its 
plans, functions, programs, and rec-
ommendations on resource use so that 
Americans, as stewards of the environ-
ment for succeeding generations— 

(1) Can maintain safe, healthful, pro-
ductive, and esthetically and cul-
turally pleasing surroundings that sup-
port diversity of individual choices; 
and 

(2) Are encouraged to attain the 
widest range of beneficial uses of soil, 
water, and related resources without 
degradation to the environment, risk 
to health or safety, or other undesir-
able and unintended consequences. 

(b) NRCS environmental policy. NRCS 
is to administer Federal assistance 
within the following overall environ-
mental policies: 

(1) Provide assistance to Americans 
that will motivate them to maintain 
equilibrium among their ecological, 
cultural, natural, physical, social, and 
economic resources by striving for a 
balance between conserving and pre-
serving the Nation’s natural resource 
base. 

(2) Provide technical and financial 
assistance through a systematic inter-
disciplinary approach to planning and 
decisionmaking to insure a balance be-
tween the natural, physical, and social 
sciences. 

(3) Consider environmental quality 
equal to economic, social, and other 
factors in decisionmaking. 

(4) Insure that plans satisfy identi-
fied needs and at the same time mini-
mize adverse effects of planned actions 
on the human environment through 
interdisciplinary planning before pro-
viding technical and financial assist-
ance. 

(5) Counsel with highly qualified and 
experienced specialists from within and 
outside NRCS in many technical fields 
as needed. 

(6) Encourage broad public participa-
tion in defining environmental quality 
objectives and needs. 

(7) Identify and make provisions for 
detailed survey, recovery, protection, 
or preservation of unique cultural re-
sources that otherwise may be irrev-
ocably lost or destroyed by NRCS-as-
sisted project actions, as required by 
Historic Preservation legislation and/ 
or Executive Order. 

(8) Encourage local sponsors to re-
view with interested publics the oper-
ation and maintenance programs of 
completed projects to insure that envi-
ronmental quality is not degraded. 

(9) Advocate the retention of impor-
tant farmlands and forestlands, prime 
rangeland, wetlands, or other lands 
designated by State or local govern-
ments. Whenever proposed conversions 
are caused or encouraged by actions or 
programs of a Federal agency, licensed 
by or require approval by a Federal 
agency, or are inconsistent with local 
or State government plans, provisions 
are to be sought to insure that such 
lands are not irreversibly converted to 
other uses unless other national inter-
ests override the importance of preser-
vation or otherwise outweigh the envi-
ronmental benefits derived from their 
protection. In addition, the preserva-
tion of farmland in general provides 
the benefits of open space, protection 
of scenery, wildlife habitat, and in 
some cases, recreation opportunities 
and controls on urban sprawl. 

(10) Advocate actions that reduce the 
risk of flood loss; minimize effects of 
floods on human safety, health, and 
welfare; and restore and preserve the 
natural and beneficial functions and 
values of flood plains. 

(11) Advocate and assist in the rec-
lamation of abandoned surface-mined 
lands and in planning for the extrac-
tion of coal and other nonrenewable re-
sources to facilitate restoration of the 
land to its prior productivity as mining 
is completed. 

(12) Advocate the protection of valu-
able wetlands, threatened and endan-
gered animal and plant species and 
their habitats, and designated eco-
systems. 

(13) Advocate the conservation of 
natural and manmade scenic resources 
to insure that NRCS-assisted programs 
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or activities protect and enhance the 
visual quality of the landscape. 

(14) Advocate and assist in actions to 
preserve and enhance the quality of the 
Nation’s waters. 

[44 FR 50579, Aug. 20, 1979; 44 FR 54981, Sept. 
24, 1979] 

§ 650.4 Definition of terms. 
Definitions of the following terms or 

phrases appear in 40 CFR part 1508, 
CEQ regulations. These terms are im-
portant in the understanding and im-
plementation of this rule. These defini-
tions are not repeated in the interest of 
reducing duplication: 

Categorical exclusion. (40 CFR 1508.4) 
Cooperating agency. (40 CFR 1508.5) 
Cumulative impact. (40 CFR 1508.7) 
Environmental impact statement (EIS). (40 CFR 

1508.11) 
Human environment. (40 CFR 1508.14) 
Lead agency. (40 CFR 1508.16) 
Major Federal action. (40 CFR 1508.18) 
Mitigation. (40 CFR 1508.20) 
NEPA process. (40 CFR 1508.21) 
Scope. (40 CFR 1508.25) 
Scoping. (40 CFR 1501.7) 
Tiering. (40 CFR 1508.28) 

(a) Channel realignment. Channel re-
alignment includes the construction of 
a new channel or a new alignment and 
may include the clearing, snagging, 
widening, and/or deepening of the exist-
ing channel. (Channel Modification 
Guidelines, 43 FR 8276). 

(b) Environmental assessment (EA). (40 
CFR 1508.9) 

(1) An environmental assessment is a 
concise public document for which a 
Federal agency is responsible that— 

(i) Briefly provides sufficient evi-
dence and analysis for determining 
whether to prepare an environmental 
impact statement or a finding of no 
significant impact. 

(ii) Aids an agency’s compliance with 
the Act when no environmental impact 
statement is necessary. 

(iii) Facilitates preparation of an en-
vironmental impact statement when 
one is necessary. 

(2) An environmental assessment in-
cludes brief discussions of the need for 
the proposal, alternatives as required 
by section of the environmental im-
pacts of the proposed action and alter-
natives, and a list of agencies and per-
sons consulted. 

(c) Environmental evaluation. The en-
vironmental evaluation (EE) (formerly 
referred to by NRCS as an environ-
mental assessment) is the part of plan-
ning that inventories and estimates 
the potential effects on the human en-
vironment of alternative solutions to 
resource problems. A wide range of en-
vironmental data together with social 
and economic information is consid-
ered in determining whether a proposed 
action is a major Federal action sig-
nificantly affecting the human envi-
ronment. The environmental evalua-
tion for a program, regulation, or indi-
vidual action is used to determine the 
need for an environmental assessment 
or an environmental impact statement. 
It also aids in the consideration of al-
ternatives and in the identification of 
available resources. 

(d) Federally-assisted actions. These 
actions are planned and carried out by 
individuals, groups, or local units of 
government largely on nonfederal land 
with technical and/or financial assist-
ance provided by NRCS. 

(e) Interdisciplinary planning. NRCS 
uses an interdisciplinary environ-
mental evaluation and planning ap-
proach in which specialists and groups 
having different technical expertise act 
as a team to jointly evaluate existing 
and future environmental quality. The 
interdisciplinary group considers struc-
ture and function of natural resource 
systems, complexity of problems, and 
the economic, social, and environ-
mental effects of alternative actions. 
Public participation is an essential 
part of effective interdisciplinary plan-
ning. Even if an NRCS employee pro-
vides direct assistance to an individual 
land user, the basic data used is a re-
sult of interdisciplinary development 
of guide and planning criteria. 

(f) Nonproject actions. Nonproject ac-
tions consist of technical and/or finan-
cial assistance provided to an indi-
vidual, group, or local unit of govern-
ment by NRCS primarily through a co-
operative agreement with a local con-
servation district, such as land treat-
ment recommended in the Conserva-
tion Operations, Great Plains Con-
servation, Rural Abandoned Mine, and 
Rural Clean Water Programs. These ac-
tions may include consultations, ad-
vice, engineering, and other technical 
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