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Agenda
Public Hearing:  6:00 pm
· Benediction

· Introductions

· US 491 North Corridor Project Overview

· Preferred Build Alternative

· Environmental Findings

· Questions and Comments

· Closing


_____________________________________________________

Hearing Purpose
The hearing will include:  (1) an opportunity to review project plans, (2) a presentation on the proposed project and environmental assessment (EA) findings, and (3) an opportunity for questions and comments from the public.  Comments will also be received on bicycle, pedestrian, and equestrian issues as well as cultural resources.
_____________________________________________________

Written Comments
A Comment Form and NMDOT Feedback Form are attached to this information packet.  The 30-day EA comment period extends from March 9 through April 10, 2006.  Copies of the environmental assessment are available for viewing at the Newcomb Chapter House, NDOT office in Window Rock, and NMDOT District 6 office in Milan.  The environmental assessment may also be viewed on the internet at the US 491 web site:  www.us491.com.  To provide comments on the US 491 North Corridor EA, please: 

· Complete a Comment Form and leave it in the comment box or mail it to the address shown at the bottom of the form by April 10, 2006. 

· Before leaving this public involvement event, please complete and leave the NMDOT Feedback Form in the comment box.  


_____________________________________________________

Contacts

The following persons may be contacted for additional information on the project:

Eric Worrell
Steve Reed



Gene Martinez

Federal Highway Administration
NMDOT Environmental Section

NDOT

604 West San Mateo Road
P.O. Box 1149, Room 213

P.O. Box 4620

Santa Fe, NM  87505
Santa Fe, NM  87504-1149

Window Rock, AZ  86515

(505) 820-2039
(505) 827-5254

(928) 810-8525



NEPA Process
The NMDOT, in cooperation with the BIA, NDOT and FHWA, is preparing plans to reconstruct United States Highway 491 (US 491) North Corridor.  Two additional lanes and a median will be added to US 491 from MP 46.0 to MP 84.7 in San Juan County, New Mexico.  Associated drainage improvements are proposed as part of the project.  In compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), project planning includes the preparation of an EA.  Key elements of the process used to comply with NEPA include the development of a range of alternatives, environmental investigations, and public involvement.  The EA was prepared in coordination with federal, state, and local agencies.  The EA also documents the need to prepare an environmental impact statement (EIS) if significant environmental impacts are identified.  The environmental analysis process is used to inform the public and elected officials of the consequences of the proposed action and consider their input; therefore, the EA serves as a decision-making document.

_____________________________________________________

Project Purpose
The purpose for the proposed improvements to the US 491 North Corridor is to improve travel safety, meet existing and future travel demands, enhance mobility and access along the route, and establish a link that supports the regional transportation system and long range planning goals.  A secondary benefit from the proposed improvements is the opportunity to provide a roadway that best serves the traditional, economic, and resource interests of the local communities as well as support potential economic development and anticipated growth in the region.

_____________________________________________________

No Build Alternative
The No-Build Alternative maintains the existing 2-lane facility in its current location and condition.  In accordance with the Location Study Procedures and NEPA, this option must always be considered as a baseline for comparison with other alternatives.  This alternative would not address existing deficiencies where the existing horizontal curves do not meet the 70 mph design speed standards.  This alternative would also not correct the existing stopping sight distance and passing sight distance deficiencies throughout the corridor.  Consequently, the design speeds along the corridor would continue to vary, and portions of the corridor would not meet the 70 mph design speed standards. Under the No-Build Alternative, the safety issues within the corridor would not be addressed, and the crash, severity and fatality rates may continue to be above average.

_____________________________________________________

Build Alternative
The 4-Lane Facility with Varying Median Alternative (Build Alternative) will establish a 4-lane roadway in place of the existing 2-lane roadway.  A new 2-lane roadway will be constructed to the east of the existing 2-lane roadway.  The new roadway will have, at a minimum, two 11.5-foot driving lanes with a 4-foot inside shoulder and a 6-foot outside shoulder on the new 2-lane roadway.  Twelve-foot shoulders will be constructed at approaches to turnouts that are used as school bus stops.  The northbound and southbound traffic will be separated by a median that would vary from 12 to 60 feet, but along most of the corridor the median would be 46-feet wide.  The new roadway will be constructed within the existing right-of-way except for Temporary Construction Permit/Construction Maintenance Easement locations and approximately 0.5 acres of right-of-way easement at MP 72.8-73.0.  NMDOT will prepare a categorical exclusion for lands affected by the Temporary Construction Permits as a connected action. 

ENVIRONMENTAL COMMITMENTS

Geology: New sources of materials for US 491 North Corridor construction activities will be developed. Per NMDOT procedures, construction contractors will be responsible for obtaining appropriate environmental clearances for materials pits.  If construction activities locate any unexpected fossil resources, the construction contractors will contact the Navajo Nation Minerals Department. 

Soils and Water: The NMDOT has obtained a Section 404 Nationwide Permit Number 14 for Linear Transportation Projects from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) for project activities within the project area except for two Construction Maintenance Easement locations.  NMDOT sent a copy of Nationwide Permit Number 14 to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) for the Section 401 water quality certification.  NMDOT District 5 will obtain Section 404 permit coverage for maintenance activities at the Construction Maintenance Easement locations.  NMDOT will send the Certification of Compliance to the USACE at the completion of construction.  Because more than one acre of ground will be disturbed for project construction, the construction contractor will file a Notice of Intent (NOI) as an operator with the USEPA.  This will allow the construction contractor to obtain coverage under a general construction activity permit under the NPDES since the project corridor covers more than one acre.  The NMDOT will file a second NOI, as an operator, with the USEPA.  As part of this NPDES permit, the construction contractor will prepare a Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP) that identifies best management practices (BMPs) to minimize soil erosion and transport of sediment and contaminants. Within 30 days of physical completion of construction, construction contractors will file a Notice of Termination (NOT) with the USEPA.  

Wetlands: The NMDOT will ensure that the bridge piers are placed to avoid the wetland at the bottom of the channel near MP 62.2 (Peña Blanca arroyo).  The construction contractors will place silt fencing and anchored straw bales between the construction site and wetland habitat.  The NMDOT will work with USACE, Navajo Nation Department of Fish and Wildlife (NNDFW), and Navajo Nation Environmental Protection Agency (NNEPA) to develop a habitat improvement plan for the spring that maintains this area as a livestock water source while keeping livestock out of the spring.

Vegetation: Upon completion of construction activities, the construction contractors will reseed approximately 290 acres with native plant species representative of species currently in the project corridor.  The seed mixture for these areas should be developed in cooperation with NNDFW.  Where possible, NMDOT will preserve trees (including Siberian elm) in the right-of-way but outside the clear-zone.  The native trees, as well as the Siberian elms and Russian olive, provide potential perching, roosting, and nesting habitat for birds.  To limit the spread of Class A and B noxious weeds, NMDOT District 5 will ensure that affected areas are treated according to standard District 5 practices.  The NMDOT and the construction contractors will implement soil management, equipment cleaning, and use of weed-free materials in areas infested with Class A and B weeds at MP 47.3, MP 47.9-48.1, MP 62.2, MP 66.4-66.9, and MP 67.3. 

Wildlife: Upon completion of construction activities, the construction contractors will reseed  approximately 290 acres of exposed disturbed areas with native plant species to match the surrounding habitats.  If construction must begin during the nesting season (March-July), the NMDOT will ensure that a migratory bird nest survey is conducted and unoccupied bird nests are removed. In order to avoid any impacts to nesting birds and potential violation of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, the NMDOT will obtain a permit prior to removing nests in coordination with the U.S, Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) and NNDFW.  To provide roadway crossings for small mammals, the NMDOT will specify that any new culverts be sized to at least equal to those currently in place.  Based upon the proposed construction activities, none of the bat night roosts identified in the project corridor will be removed.  The NMDOT will ensure that bat boxes are placed under bridges and culverts where bats have been observed: MP 47.1, MP 47.8, MP 48.7, MP 57.0, MP 59.0, MP 62.2, MP 66.2, and MP 67.8. 

Threatened and Endangered Species: After the evaluation of the best available data, site surveys and correspondence from the USFWS, a determination of no effect for proposed project activities was concluded for all Federally listed species within McKinley and San Juan counties as well as Navajo Nation listed species.  Golden eagle and western burrowing owls were the only species observed near the project corridor, but other protected species could be present.  To ensure that the project has no effect on protected species, the NMDOT will ensure that two general mitigation measures will be conducted prior to construction:  (1) a migratory bird survey will be conducted of each segment prior to construction, and (2) the project corridor sections will be evaluated for the status of prairie dog towns as potential black-footed ferret habitat.  Specific mitigation measures will be implemented to ensure that the project has no effect on the following listed species: American and Arctic peregrine falcons, banner-tailed kangaroo rat, golden eagle, northern leopard frog, Townsend’s big-eared bat, western burrowing owl, Parish’s alkali grass, and Mesa Verde cactus.
Cultural Resources: The NMDOT, in consultation with the Navajo Nation Tribal Historic Preservation Officer (THPO), will ensure that a data recovery plan is prepared and completed in order to mitigate adverse effects to archaeological sites in the US 491 North Corridor.  One of the traditional cultural property sites is an herb gathering location that will be transplanted, reseeded at a different location, or otherwise treated in consultation with the Navajo Nation Historic Preservation Department.  NMDOT will monitor general burial site locations to ensure that the burials are not disturbed.  FHWA and NMDOT will obtain concurrence with the recommendations of the cultural resource survey including all mitigation efforts prior to the issuance of a FONSI.  At data recovery locations, no construction will begin at the specific investigation areas until data recovery is complete, and the NMDOT and Navajo Nation THPO have approved the work.

Communities and Land Use:  The NMDOT will keep the Navajo Nation and chapter officials advised of the construction schedule and progress throughout the construction of this project.  Chapter officials will be given the opportunity to review intersection plans for their respective communities.  The NMDOT will coordinate plans for access, fencing, gates, cattleguards, and livestock crossings with residents of adjoining lands.

Socioeconomics and Environmental Justice: The NMDOT will inform the Navajo Nation and chapters near US 491 of construction employment opportunities on the US 491 project.

Easements: The NMDOT will coordinate with Navajo Nation officials and lessees regarding right-of-way easements, Temporary Construction Permits, and Construction Maintenance Easements.  Approximately 0.5 acres of right-of-way easement will be needed at MP 72.8-73.0.  Affected individuals will be fairly compensated through the Uniform Relocation Assistance and Real Properties Acquisition Policies Act and other applicable legislation.

Multi-Modal Transportation: The NMDOT will consult with local Navajo Nation chapters regarding the final intersection designs within communities. NMDOT will work with the communities to establish better signage, crossing points, and pedestrian paths to and from US 491.  NMDOT will consult with the local school districts regarding the final design of school bus stops.  The NMDOT will coordinate with the Navajo Nation to ensure that the improved roadway is compatible with current and proposed transit operations in the area.  

Permit/Plan Applications or Requirements: As needed, the NMDOT will obtain a Section 404 Nationwide or Individual permits for impacts to wetlands and other waters of the United States from the USACE.  The NMDOT will also obtain a Section 401 water quality certification from the USEPA.  The construction contractors and NMDOT will obtain coverage under a general construction activity permit under the NPDES. If the construction contractors locate acceptable fill and gravel sources on the Navajo Nation, the contractors will obtain a sand and gravel permit from the Navajo Nation Minerals Department.  Fossil removal also requires a permit from the Navajo Nation Minerals Department.  A water permit is required if the contractor intends to use water from the Navajo Nation.

Utility Adjustments: The NMDOT and the construction contractors will coordinate with the appropriate utility owner regarding utility issues. If utility relocations or adjustments are needed, these actions will be evaluated in advance to allow time to develop design and obtain permits.

Hazardous Substances: The NMDOT will ensure that Preliminary Site Investigations (PSI) are conducted at four hazardous material sites to determine if a contaminant is present and the extent of contamination.  The construction contractors on each section will be responsible for managing hazardous substances in compliance with federal and state laws to ensure that no contamination occurs.  If evidence of soil or groundwater contamination is identified during construction, work will stop immediately at the affected area, and the construction contractor will contact the NMDOT Environmental Geology Section for instructions on how to proceed.

Construction Activities: The NMDOT District 5 and 6 Public Information Officers will develop a public information program for US 491 North Corridor construction activities.  The construction contractors will implement the following measures to minimize construction-related impacts:

· Construction Plan – A construction sequencing and traffic control plan will be prepared for the US 491 project to identify how construction will be implemented.

· Traffic Management/Safety – The construction contractors will keep US 491 and adjoining roadways open with minimal inconvenience to travelers or provide an appropriate alternate route.  Barricades, warning signs, flagpersons, and other safety measures will be implemented during construction ad necessary to ensure public safety.  All movements of construction equipment on or across roadways will be performed in a manner that will not endanger travelers.  The construction contractors will coordinate with the local school districts regarding school activities and school bus scheduling.

· Air Quality – Compliance specifications will be strictly administered for all equipment operations and dust-producing aspects of construction operations.  The control of particulate matter emanating from various construction activities will be in accordance with applicable federal and Navajo Nation regulations.  To minimize exhaust emissions, construction contractors will be required to use emission-control devices and limit idling of construction equipment.

· Noise – Every reasonable effort will be taken to minimize construction noise through abatement measures such as work-hour controls and maintenance of muffler systems.

· Utilities – If utility relocations and adjustments are made during construction, they will be coordinated with distributors and users to ensure minimal interruption of service to the area.  The construction contractors will ensure that utilities are off-line for as short a time as possible and that adjustments are not delayed.  Contracts will require that contractors be familiar with federal, state, and local laws that affect the conduct of work.

· Property Access – Access to properties will be maintained except for very brief intervals. 

· Local Coordination – The construction contractors will also coordinate construction activities with the Navajo Nation, NDOT, and local chapters.

· Solid Waste – Solid waste, consisting mainly of construction debris, will be generated during construction.  All such wastes will be removed from the construction zone as soon as it is practical and will be managed in accordance with federal and Navajo Nation regulations.

· Recycling – To the extent practical, construction contractors will recycle roadway materials for reuse on US 491 or other roadway construction projects.

EA CONCLUSIONS

This EA concludes that the proposed project is necessary for safe and efficient travel within the project corridor.  The project will have no significant adverse social, economic, or environmental impacts of a level that would warrant an environmental impact statement.  Alternative selection will occur following the completion of the public review period, which will include a public hearing.  Unless significant impacts are identified as a result of public review or at the public hearing, a FONSI will be prepared, in accordance with the NMDOT Location Study Procedures, for this proposed action.  The FONSI will address any concerns raised during the circulation of the EA, during the public hearing comment period, or regarding coordination of other aspects of the project with appropriate agencies.  The FONSI will be used as a basis for federal-aid approval.
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