In accordance with DO-12, Conservation Planning, Environmental Impact Analysis and Decision Making, the EA/EIS must identify which alternative is the environmentally preferred alternative. The environmentally preferred alternative should be determined based upon the six criteria in NEPA’s section 101. Language similar to the following should be used in the EA/EIS to set-up the discussion of the environmentally preferred alternative:

The environmentally preferred alternative is determined by applying the criteria suggested in the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), which is guided by the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ). The CEQ provides direction that “[t]he environmentally preferable alternative is the alternative that will promote the national environmental policy as expressed in NEPA’s Section 101:

· fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding generations;

· assure for all generations safe, healthful, productive, and esthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings;

· attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk of health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences;

· preserve important historic, cultural and natural aspects of our national heritage and maintain, wherever possible, an environment that supports diversity and variety of individual choice;

· achieve a balance between population and resource use that will permit high standards of living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities; and

· enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling of depletable resources.

The EA/EIS would then state which alternative is the environmentally preferred alternative and describe why in terms of the six criteria above.  More specifically, the EA/EIS should compare and contrast the alternatives as to how well they achieve the six goals of section 101 of NEPA.  The six goals, though very general, address more than resource protection and include concepts that relate to visitor use, recreational opportunity, etc.  For example, goals 3, 4, and 5 speak of attaining “the widest range of beneficial uses”, supporting “diversity and variety of individual choice”, and achieving “a balance between population and resource use” and “a wide sharing of life’s amenities.”  If the NPS preferred alternative is not the environmentally preferred alternative, and occasionally the two are different, then a discussion of why is also necessary.

Examples of Analyses of Environmentally Preferred Alternatives
Example 1

The environmentally preferred alternative is determined by applying the criteria suggested in the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), which is guided by the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ).  The CEQ provides direction that “[t]he environmentally preferable alternative is the alternative that will promote the national environmental policy as expressed in NEPA’s Section 101:(1) fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding generations; (2) assure for all Americans safe, healthful, productive, and aesthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings; (3) attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradations, risk to health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences; (4) preserve important historic, cultural, and natural aspects of our national heritage, and maintain, wherever possible, an environment which supports diversity, and variety, of individual choice; (5) achieve a balance between population and resource use which will permit high standards of living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities; and (6) enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling of depletable resources.”

The No-Action Alternative represents the current management direction for Walnut Canyon National Monument.  The existing use and development of the park is based on planning initiated and implemented during the Mission 66 program.  Personal services interpretation and resource protection patrols are sporadic at the two archeological interpretive areas (Island and Rim trails and at ranger cabin).  Resource protection patrols are even less frequent on the south side of the canyon.  The majority of visitors to the park see the two archeological areas on their own with no on-site NPS presence.  The ranger cabin area is by guided tour only.  For resource protection purposes, areas of the park other than the developed sites and administrative areas are closed to unguided entry.  Since the No-Action Alternative maintains the Mission 66 visitor experience, diversity of educational opportunities is limited.  Protection of cultural and natural resources would be less enhanced than under Alternative 2.  Visitor opportunities would not be as diverse as under Alternative 1.  The No-Action Alternative does not fully realize provisions 3, 4, 5 and 6 of the goals.

Alternative 1 provides more diverse visitor experience and access to more of the park to decrease congestion at the visitor center and on the Island Trail meeting goals 3 and 5 of the National Environment Policy Act.  A variety of motorized and non-motorized activities would be spread across the area north of the canyon rim.  Parking would be redesigned and relocated away from the canyon rim, and visitors would walk a short trail to the canyon edge.  The park would remain day-use only, with the road gated at night at the intersection of the entrance road and FR303.  Gating the road may disrupt recreational use of the road  (such as biking and jogging) and may affect access to grazing allotments, not fully realizing goal 4.  The existing visitor center would be remodeled to accommodate more visitor use by removing administrative offices, and a new scenic drive would be developed along the north rim to disperse use to a new area and provide different views of the canyon.  Construction of a scenic drive in the east end of the park would fragment wildlife habitat, not meeting goal 6 of the National Environmental Policy Act.  Areas of the park not zoned for administrative or visitor use would remain closed to protect resources, partially realizing goal 6.  As compared to the No-Action Alternative and Alternative 2, Alternative 1 meets goals 3 and 5 by providing more diverse visitor experiences, and partially realizes goals 4 and 6.  Protection of natural and cultural resources would not be as enhanced as under Alternative 2.

Alternative 2 would preserve untrailed expanses, unfragmented natural systems, and relatively pristine resource conditions throughout much of the park.  Walnut Canyon would be protected as a critical wildlife corridor meeting goal 6 of the National Environmental Policy Act.  Visitation to the park would be managed with the goal of providing quality learning opportunities in an intimate atmosphere while maintaining the health of the canyon ecosystem.  Preservation and protection of threatened and endangered species, preservation of riparian habitat, and maintenance of the long-term integrity of systems and natural processes would be emphasized.  Efforts would be made to provide a broader range of educational programs (ranger guided hikes in the east end of the park and a self-guided trail to ranger cabin), partially realizing goals 3 and 5 of the National Environmental Policy Act.  The park entrance road would be gated at night, while allowing 24-hour use of FR303. Gating the road may disrupt recreational use of the road  (such as biking and jogging) and may affect access to grazing allotments, not fully realizing goal 4.  Compared to the No-Action Alternative and Alternative 1, Alternative 2 provides the greatest protection to the cultural and natural resources of the park.

After careful review of potential resource and visitor impacts, and developing proposed mitigation for impacts to natural and cultural resources, the environmentally preferred alternative is Alternative 2.  Alternative 2 surpasses the other alternatives in best realizing the full range of national environmental policy goals as stated in § 101 of the National Environmental Policy Act.  Although other alternatives may achieve greater levels of individual protection for cultural resources or natural resources, or better enhance visitor experience, Alternative 4 overall does (1) provides a high level of protection of natural and cultural resources while concurrently attaining the widest range of neutral and beneficial uses of the environment without degradation; (2) maintains an environment that supports diversity and variety of individual choice; and, (3) integrates resource protection with an appropriate range of visitor uses.

Example 2
Environmentally preferred is defined as “the alternative that will promote the national environmental policy as expressed in §101 of the National Environmental Policy Act. Section 101 states that “…it is the continuing responsibility of the Federal Government to…(1) fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding generations; (2) assure for all Americans safe, healthful, productive, and aesthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings; (3) attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk to heath or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences; (4) preserve important historic, cultural, and natural aspects of our national heritage, and maintain, wherever possible, an environment which supports diversity, and variety of individual choice; (5) achieve a balance between population and resource use which will permit high standards of living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities; and (6) enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling of depletable resources.” 

The environmentally preferable alternative is the NPS preferred alternative in the Final Zion National Park General Management Plan / Environmental Impact Statement because it surpasses the other alternatives in realizing the full range of national environmental policy goals in section 101. This alternative provides a high level of protection of natural and cultural resources while concurrently providing for a wide range of neutral and beneficial uses of the environment. The alternative maintains an environment that supports a diversity and variety of individual choices. And it integrates resource protection with an appropriate range of visitor uses. 

The no-action alternative does not provide as much resource protection as the preferred alternative — resource impacts would be expected to increase with increasing use levels, particularly in the backcountry. Visitor experience impacts also would likely increase under this alternative. Thus, compared to the preferred alternative, the no-action alternative does not meet as well national environmental policy goals 3 (attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation), 4 (preserve important natural aspects and maintain an environment that supports diversity and variety of individual choice), 5 (achieve a balance between population and resource use), and 6 (enhance the quality of renewable resources).

Alternative A provides for the greatest range of visitor experiences and access to Zion National Park. However, there would be a higher potential for impacts to natural resources under this alternative compared to the preferred alternative. Thus, alternative A does not meet policy goals 3 (attain the widest range of beneficial uses without degradation), 4 (preserve important natural aspects), and 6 (enhance the quality of renewable resources) to the same degree as the preferred alternative.

Although alternative B provides a higher level of resource protection than the preferred alternative, it restricts visitor experiences and thus does not fully achieve goals 3 (providing the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation) and 5 (achieving a balance between population and resource use) — alternative B does not realize these national environmental policy goals to the same extent as the preferred alternative.

Example 2 

Environmentally preferred is defined as “the alternative that will promote the national environmental policy as expressed in the National Environmental Policy Act’s Section 101.”  The goals characterizing the environmentally preferable condition are described in Section 101 of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). NEPA Section 101 states that “…it is the continuing responsibility of the Federal Government to … (1) fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding generations; (2) assure for all Americans safe, healthful, productive, and aesthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings; (3) attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk to health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences; (4) preserve important historic, cultural, and natural aspects of our national heritage, and maintain, wherever possible, an environment which supports diversity, and variety of individual choice; (5) achieve a balance between population and resource use which will permit high standards of living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities; and (6) enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling of depletable resources.” The environmentally preferable alternative for the Yosemite Valley Plan is based on these national environmental policy goals.

Alternative 1

This alternative represents the current management direction with no dramatic or comprehensive changes taking place in the management of Yosemite Valley. Although Alternative 1 would include the least change to cultural resources, it would not result in the same level of environmental protection and restoration for natural resources, including floodplains and the Outstandingly Remarkable Values of the Merced Wild and Scenic River and its corridor, as would occur under the various action alternatives. In having lesser protection and restoration of natural resources, including highly valued resources, Alternative 1 would not fully achieve provisions 1, 3, 4, and 5 of Section 101 of NEPA. Although existing patterns of visitor use would continue, traffic congestion and existing impacts upon visitor experience in Yosemite Valley would not be remedied. Compared to the action alternatives, the No Action alternative would be least effective in attaining goal 3 of NEPA, as described in Section 101, in that it would have the narrowest range of beneficial uses that would occur without degradation of natural and cultural resources in Yosemite Valley and without exposure to risks to health and safety, including known rockfall hazards. Because of existing impacts that are not remedied and that relate to provisions 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 of Section 101 (as discussed above), these provisions would not be realized by Alternative 1, the No Action Alternative.

Alternative 2 

This alternative will realize each of the provisions of the national environmental policy goals stated in NEPA Section 101. Alternative 2 will protect and enhance Outstandingly Remarkable Values associated with the Merced Wild and Scenic River through implementation of the Merced River Plan, restore of many areas adjacent to the river, and relocate other facilities further away from the Merced River. These actions will further goals 1, 3, and 4 of NEPA Section 101. In addition, Alternative 2 has the highest proportion of lower-cost overnight accommodations of all action alternatives and it consolidates high-intensity visitor activity in presently developed lands in the east Valley (as opposed to focusing these uses in the relatively undisturbed mid-Valley area at Taft Toe under Alternatives 3 and 4). These actions will further goals 3, 4, and 5 of NEPA Section 101 by attaining the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, and by preserving important resources and maintaining a variety of individual choice for visitors to the Valley.

The Yosemite Valley elements and features of Alternative 2 will achieve each of the NEPA goals, but out-of-Valley actions will limit benefits attained under provision 3 (with respect to attaining the widest range of beneficial use without degradation). Specifically, an evaluation of environmental effects of Alternative 2 indicates that provision 3 will not be as fully realized as under Alternative 3 because of the development of housing in previously undeveloped areas of Wawona and El Portal (also in Alternative 5), and lesser air quality benefits (although the park transit system under Alternative 2 will result in reduction of most vehicle emissions, it will likely have a short term increase nitrogen oxide emissions). In aggregate, the environmental restoration and alternative elements and features of Alternative 2 will most fully attain the goals outlined in NEPA Section 101.

Alternative 3

This alternative would be nearly as effective as Alternative 2 in realizing the provisions of the national environmental policy goals in Section 101 of NEPA. Overall, the benefit and effect of the alternative’s environmental restoration and visitor services and facility development activities would be similar to those described under Alternative 2. For example, the elements and features of Alternative 3 would be only slightly less effective in achieving goal 3. The Taft Toe parking area in Alternative 3 would be in an area without existing development, thereby increasing degradation of natural resources in this area to facilitate a beneficial use. However, the Camp 6 parking area would be restored to natural conditions under Alternative 3, thereby reestablishing a highly valued resource area. With respect to provision 4 of NEPA Section 101, day visitors would have to stop at Taft Toe, thus reducing individual choice and limiting auto access to the eastern end of Yosemite Valley. 

The air quality effects of transit buses under Alternative 3 would be the best among the alternatives. Beneficial reductions in all indicator emissions, including nitrogen oxide and the greatest reduction in traffic congestion in the eastern portion of Yosemite Valley would make contributions to realizing provision 3 (attaining a wide range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation). Provision 4 (which includes preservation of cultural aspects of our national heritage) would be realized to a lesser degree by Alternative 3 than Alternative 2, because of more adverse impacts on cultural resources, including cultural landscapes. 

Alternative 4 

This alternative would be less effective than Alternative 2 in achieving national environmental policy goals. For example, certain elements and features of Alternative 4 would be less effective in achieving goal 3. The Taft Toe parking area in Alternative 4 would be in an area with no existing development, thereby increasing degradation of natural resources to facilitate a beneficial use (day-visitor parking and transit/visitor center). In addition, this is the only alternative that includes development of the Taft Toe area as well as previously undeveloped out-of-Valley parking areas. However, the Yosemite Village Camp 6 parking area would be fully restored under this alternative, thereby reestablishing a potential highly valued resource area. Air quality effects of Alternative 4 would be similar to those in Alternative 2. 

With respect to provision 4 of NEPA Section 101, day visitors would have to stop at Taft Toe; thus reducing individual choice and limiting auto access to the eastern end of Yosemite Valley. Provision 4 (which also includes preservation of cultural aspects of our national heritage) would be realized to a lesser degree by Alternative 4 than Alternative 2, because of greater effects on cultural resources, including cultural landscapes. Overall, Alternative 4 would be the least effective among the action alternatives at realizing the provisions of the national environmental policy goals in Section 101 of NEPA.

Alternative 5

This alternative would have a similar benefit and effect as Alternative 2 with regard to the alternative’s environmental restoration and visitor services and facility development activities. Both alternatives focus transportation facilities in previously disturbed sites of the Yosemite Village, thereby more fully achieving provision 4 of Section 101. Specifically, individual choice and the opportunity to access the eastern end of Yosemite Valley via private vehicles would not be limited except by available parking. An evaluation of environmental effects indicates that provision 4 (which includes preservation of cultural aspects of our national heritage) would not be fully realized under Alternative 5 because of adverse effects on cultural resources. Provision 2 (which includes assuring a safe and healthful surrounding) would not be fully realized because of the limited number of actions to reduce geologic hazard risks. Provision 3 (which includes attaining a range of beneficial uses without degradation) would not be fully realized because of the development of employee housing near Camp 4, the redevelopment of North Pines Campground as a walk-in camping facility, and retention and/or development of the greatest number of lodging units.

Summary
The National Park Service has determined that the environmentally preferable alternative is Alternative 2. While some specific actions under other alternatives may achieve similar or in some cases greater levels of protection for certain cultural resources, natural resources, and/or visitor experience than under Alternative 2, in aggregate, this alternative best achieves the six conditions prescribed under Section 101 of NEPA. While many of the actions in other alternatives may be similar to Alternative 2 in their effect and consequence, Alternative 2 (1) provides a high level of protection of natural and cultural resources while concurrently attaining the widest range of neutral and beneficial uses of the environment without degradation; (2) maintains an environment that supports diversity and variety of individual choice; and (3) integrates resource protection with opportunities for an appropriate range of visitor uses.

