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PART I. NOMINATOR 

 

First Name: James 

Last Name: Freeman 

Organization: USDA Forest Service 

Project Title: Rancheria Forest Restoration Project 

Submitted by: Member of the Public 

Date Received: June 14, 2011 

 

PART II. SHORT ANSWERS 

 

I. What Federal agency or agencies will be involved in this pilot project? 

USDA Forest Service 

 

 

II. What is the Federal action to which this NEPA pilot project applies? 

The proposed NEPA pilot project is the Rancheria Forest Restoration Project on the Sequoia 

National Forest which is using the entire suite of the electronic Modernization of NEPA (eMNEPA) 

tools (a suite that is applicable on any Forest Service action). Specifically, we would like to illustrate 

how the eMNEPA suite of time and cost saving electronic tools are being utilized on the project. 

 

eMNEPA is a web-based system used for Forest Service  planning, appeals, and litigation tracking; 

document storage, tracking, and publishing to the public web; NEPA project website standardization 

and public comment and response. The Sequoia NF is using all of eMNEPA’s tools to improve and 

make electronic their entire NEPA process of project tracking, documentation, and public comment 

and response. 
 

 

III. How will this pilot project reduce the costs and time needed to complete the NEPA 

process? 

The Rancheria Project utilizes the entire electronic modernization of NEPA (eMNEPA) suite of tools 

that reduce the cost and time burdens associated with the NEPA process.  By processing comments 

and publishing project information both electronically, the amount of physical documentation the 

USFS creates for this project and time spent managing this process relation for this project is 

reduced. 

 

Currently, the Rancheria Project is in the scoping phase and the eMNEPA tools have enabled the 

project to quickly collect and respond to public feedback. The public can comment electronically and 

provide feedback earlier in the process so that future rework of the initial NEPA analysis will be 

reduced. Moreover, comments received by the project can be electronically sorted, categorized, and 

analyzed.  This utility saves the USFS additional time and effort. 

 

As the project progresses, efficiency will be further increased as data and information are centrally 

located online and easily accessible to the public on the Forest’s web page. The agency can easily 

Page 1 of 10



Nomination Received by Council on Environmental Quality, Executive Office of the President 

For the CEQ NEPA Pilot Project Program 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/administration/eop/ceq/initiatives/nepa/nepa-pilot-project-nominations 

 

SID No. 1305307 

 

post updates, which reduces the number of information/data requests that the agency must respond 

to. This information can be left available indefinitely, creating an electronic library of project 

information for the public’s reference.  Providing information to the public through electronic means 

lessens the financial burden to the agency by reducing manual processing and material costs. 

 

IV.  How will this pilot project ensure rigorous environmental protection? 

The Rancheria Project proposes fuel treatments in an ecologically diverse area known for intense 

wildfires and home to protected and endangered species.  The area has been identified by the Sequoia 

National Forest as a priority area in need of treatment to reduce risk of severe wildfires. Stakeholders 

for this project vary widely and include environmental groups, state and local governments, air 

quality specialists, forestry & timber industries, tribal members, and landowners. 

 

The eMNEPA suite of tools enhances rigorous environmental protection by  ensuring the agency is 

able to collect and evaluate the information needed to make an environmentally responsible decision. 

The project accomplishes this by publishing proposed project information to easily-accessible 

websites and soliciting input through a user-friendly web form. 

 

By making opportunities for comment easy, early, and often, the agency can collect and incorporate 

new information that the public provides (such as new science or local information). Moreover, the 

suite of eMNEPA tools automates the posting of NEPA information for collecting, reviewing, and 

responding to public feedback, allowing disciplinary specialists to spend more time and energy on 

environmental studies/analyses rather than on administrative tasks. The public is often in a position 

to identify ways in which a proposed action will impact them socially and economically. By utilizing 

a quick and easy means for information dissemination and comment collection, the eMNEPA tools   

will increase the amount of public input on all aspects of the process, including socioeconomics, 

which can be overlooked in a process that generally focuses on the natural environment. 
 

 

V. How will this pilot project improve the quality and transparency of agency 

decisionmaking? 

In addition to what we have outlined in the previous sections, the eMNEPA approach to the 

Rancheria Project increases transparency around decision making, ultimately improving its quality.  

The Rancheria Project uses the eMNEPA suite of tools to publish and continuously update project 

specific information onto the Internet.  These tools also enable project staff to aggregate comments 

from the public and respond to them via the Internet. 

 

In short, greater transparency intrinsically improves the quality of environmental decision-making.  

Increased public access to project information via the Internet, improves decision making efficiency, 

reduces costs, and can help produce better decisions.  Through the Internet, we are able to inform and 

solicit input from academics, scientists, and interest groups. The external community of experts is 

able to analyze the project’s published information, correct it, and provide suggestions for 

mprovement.  Moreover, there is great public interest in the Rancheria Project;  the project 

information that the agency releases empowers the educated and informed citizenry to provide 

targeted and relevant feedback that will influence the project’s final outcome. 
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VI. Will this pilot project develop best practices that can be replicated by other agencies or 

applied to other Federal actions or programs?  Please describe? 

The Rancheria Project’s use of the eMNEPA suite of electronic tools to complete the NEPA process 

could be easily replicated by other agencies. The Rancheria Project’s use of the eMNEPA tool set 

demonstrates the toolset’s usefulness at providing electronic comment collection, review, and 

response more efficiently. Using a standard toolset would allow management to develop process 

guidelines that incorporate best practices and reflect local and national policy/guidance.  This pilot 

project will provide potential guidance on project information timing and frequency of publication, 

when to solicit public feedback, and suggested methodologies for comment analysis. 

 

NEPA projects such as the Rancheria Project that have broad public interest may receive many 

comments.  The Rancheria Project uses the comment management tool to aggregate the comments 

and categorize them by shared attributes. This allows project staff the opportunity to more 

consistently respond to similar comments by grouping them into key areas of concern. By making 

this information available to others in the agency, the knowledge of how comments were responded 

to on one project can easily be transferred to other teams working on other projects of a similar 

nature. 

 

Agencies seeking to solicit input from the public may have trouble selecting which information to 

release to assist the public in providing targeted and relevant feedback.  The Rancheria Project’s 

experience will help others to provide the right type of information in sufficient qualities to ensure   

relevant feedback from the public. 

 

PART III. PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

 

(See attachment on following page.) 
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Attachment 
 
The project that is proposed to be included as a part of the CEQ’s NEPA Pilot program is the electronic 
modernization of NEPA (eMNEPA) toolset that is utilized by the Sequoia National Forest’s Rancheria 
Forest Restoration Project. This project is a forest management project aimed at reducing the potential 
for crown fires on the Sequoia National Forest. Crown fires are threatening to human communities, but 
also destroy wildlife habitat, reduce water quality, and increase risks of subsequent natural disasters 
such as mud slides. The Rancheria project is currently in the scoping phase of the analysis and is seeking 
public input on the proposed action. 
 
The Rancheria project utilizes the full suite of electronic tools provided by the Forest Service’s Electronic 
Modernization of NEPA (eMNEPA) program. These tools provide the electronic means to distribute 
information to the public and receive input throughout the NEPA process. eMNEPA has helped improve 
and modernize the NEPA process for over seven years, but the Rancheria project is the first to use the 
entire suite of tools. 
 
All resources are currently in place for full implementation of all eMNEPA tools  at the Forest Service and 
could be replicated at other agencies in the very near term. The eMNEPA program and the Sequoia’s use 
of the full suite of tools helps further the Administration’s Open Government initiative and the recent 
Customer Service Executive Order.  
 
The eMNEPA program and the Sequoia’s use of the tools reduces administrative costs through 
electronic distribution and capture of information, ensures environmental protection by improving data 
flows between the public and the agency, makes the decision-making process more transparent and 
improves the quality of decisions by easily incorporating public information. Additionally, it could easily 
be used to gain lessons-learned about managing NEPA electronically for other agencies wishing to 
implement a similar system.  
 
To give a full picture of how the tools meet the nomination criteria, below are actual screenshots of 
public-facing portions of the Rancheria project that are supported by eMNEPA.  
 
The Forest enters project information and updates in one place, which first is published to the web via 
their Schedule of Proposed Actions (SOPA) website: 
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Then, project information is easily accessed on the Sequoia website (along with other Forest NEPA 
projects) in an easy-to-read format that is consistent across Forest Service units. Additionally, it is easy 
to find projects by sorting them by name, project status, management unit, or purpose. There is also an 
archive at the bottom of the Sequoia’s page that shows older projects: 
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When you select the project you’re interested in, it takes you to a one-stop-shop for project information 
and documents. You can also subscribe to mailing list updates, request more information, or comment 
on the project: 
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The project information is spread across three pages (Project Overview, Planning Detail, and Project 
Location) so as to not overcrowd one page and for easier reading than the SOPA. The project location 
page could even have a Google Map showing the approximate location of the analysis area. As shown in 
the below example from another project.  This map would be reproduced on the Forest NEPA page, 
showing all projects (also shown below). 
 
 

Page 7 of 10



 
 
If you want to comment on the project, the webpage provides a comment web form when the agency is 
formally soliciting comments and project contact information when the agency is not soliciting 
comments. The comment web sends comments to the agency’s comment analysis tool that organizes 
and flags comments for early attention, if necessary. Additionally, by putting in your contact information 
and indicating you’d prefer to be contacted by mail or e-mail, eMNEPA will subscribe you to the 
appropriate mailing list to receive updates on the project, as they are available.  
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I have worked with the Forest Service toward implementing these tools for over a year but believe that 
this approach to presenting and receiving NEPA information could be applied across the Federal 
Government and would improve the consistency, transparency, efficiency, and effectiveness of the 
NEPA process.  
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