INTRODUCTION

1 INTRODUCTION

This Site-Specific Environmental Assessment (SEA) has been prepared to identify, analyze, and
document potential physical, environmental, cultural, and socioeconomic effects associated with
the Department of Veterans Affairs’ (VA) Proposed Action: the Phase 1 construction and
operation of a National Cemetery on a 374.3-acre site (the site) on Drennan Road in Colorado
Springs, Colorado (Figure 1-1). Construction of the National Cemetery would be initiated in 2017
and would be completed in 21 phases, with each phase analyzed under separate NEPA
documents prior to construction and operation.

This SEA builds upon the Final Programmatic EA (PEA) completed by the VA on July 17, 2012
(further described in Section 1.1), as part of the site acquisition process. The Final PEA analyzed
the potential environmental effects of acquiring a site near Colorado Springs for this Proposed
Action and, to a lesser extent, was based on general design information available at that time to
construct and operate a National Cemetery at that selected site. The Final PEA identified that the
VA would prepare this SEA to more precisely analyze and evaluate the potential effects of
construction and operation of the proposed National Cemetery at the selected site, when site-
specific design information became available. The Final PEA also identified environmental best
management practices (BMPs) that have been subsequently incorporated into the VA’s site-
specific Proposed Action.

This SEA analyzes and evaluates the potential effects of construction and operation of the
proposed National Cemetery using the latest design information for the project, which was
unavailable at the time the Final PEA was prepared. This SEA is prepared in accordance with the
National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA) (42 United States Code [U.S.C.] 4321 et seq.),
the President's Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) Regulations Implementing the
Procedural Provisions of NEPA (40 Code of Environmental Regulations [CFR] Parts 1500-1508),
38 CFR Part 26 (Environmental Effects of the Department of Veterans Affairs Actions), and VA's
NEPA Interim Guidance for Projects (VA 2010).

1.1 Background

On July 17, 2012, the VA finalized a PEA that identified, analyzed, and documented the potential
physical, environmental, cultural, and socioeconomic effects associated with VA’'s proposed
selection and acquisition of a site for the future establishment of a National Cemetery in El Paso
County, Colorado.

Through this PEA process, the VA selected and acquired a 374.3-acre site located on Drennan
Road in Colorado Springs, Colorado. The PEA’s Proposed Action primarily included the selection
and acquisition of a site that is suitable for future construction of a National Cemetery. The PEA
assessed the potential effects of that Proposed Action and generally assessed the potential
effects of constructing and operating a National Cemetery at the site. Because a site for the
proposed National Cemetery had not yet been selected, the VA had not yet developed a detailed
engineering design and could not analyze site-specific potential effects associated with
construction and operations of the cemetery.
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Figure 1-1. General Location Map of the Proposed Veterans Affairs National Cemetery
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This SEA is “tiered” from the PEA and analyzes the site-specific, potential environmental effects
that could occur at the site and within the Proposed Action’s region of influence (ROI) based on
the design. This approach is in full compliance with CEQ Regulations that state that NEPA
documents should be “analytic rather than encyclopedic” (40 CFR 1502.2a) and that scoping
should be used to “identify and eliminate from detailed study the issues which are not significant
or which have been covered by prior environmental review (40 CFR 1506.3), narrowing the
discussion of these issues in the statement [EA] to a brief presentation of why they would not
have a significant effect on the human environment or providing a reference to their coverage
elsewhere” (40 CFR 1501.7(a)(3)). As such, the VA is using “Incorporation by Reference” per
40 CFR 1502.21 and “Tiering” per 40 CFR 1502.20 to reduce the volume of this SEA and rely on
the information previously developed and analyzed as part of the PEA.

1.2 Resources Evaluated But Not Carried Forward

Since the publication of the Final PEA in July 2012, the VA has undertaken additional engineering
design. Based on these additional, now-available data, the VA has prepared this SEA to analyze
and evaluate more precisely the potential effects of the construction and operation of the
proposed VA National Cemetery. Through this process, and by incorporation of BMPs and
environmental management measures identified in the Final PEA into the site-specific Proposed
Action, the VA determined that previous analyses hold true and therefore the following technical
resource areas do not require further analysis in this SEA:

Land Use

Solid and Hazardous Materials
Socioeconomics

Community Services
Environmental Justice

Table 1-1 provides a summary of BMPs included in this Proposed Action, as described in the
Final PEA (VA 2012). Table 1-2 identifies all technical resource areas considered per VA NEPA
Interim Guidance for Projects, dated September 30, 2010 (VA 2010), and succinctly provides the
rationale as to why each technical resource area was either retained for further analysis or
eliminated from this SEA, referencing the Final PEA, where appropriate.

Table 1-1. Best Management Practices Identified in the PEA

Technical Resource Area Best Management Practice/Environmental Protection Measure

Transportation and Parking Maintain adequate traffic control provisions during construction.

Air Quality Require dust abatement provisions within project specifications related
to construction.

Hydrology and Water Maintain adequate stormwater and runoff controls during construction

Quality and operation to minimize sediment runoff and hazardous materials
releases.

Cultural Resources Immediately cease construction if historic or cultural resources artifacts

are identified in excavations until such time that qualified archaeologists
are contacted to identify, catalog, and/or remove said artifacts.

Wildlife and Habitat Develop and implement construction design plans to minimize impacts
on sensitive environments and habitats.
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Table 1-2. Technical Resource Areas Retained for, or Eliminated from, Further Analysis

Technical
Resource Area

Retained for
Further Analysis

Reasoning

Aesthetics

Yes

The Final PEA concluded that visual effects associated with
the conversion from the open grass prairie rangeland to a
managed landscape with a sustainable mix of turf and native
grasses and shrubs would be less than significant. The SEA
analyzes additional site-specific construction and operation
information. See Section 3.2 for more information.

Air Quality

Yes

The Final PEA concluded less-than-significant air quality
effects from construction activities, including vehicle emissions
and fugitive dust, and from operation of emergency generators
and local visitors’ vehicle emissions. The SEA analyzes
additional site-specific final construction and operation
information. See Section 3.3 for a detailed discussion.

Geology and
Soils

Yes

The Final PEA concluded less-than-significant effects on soils
and geology. The project site is essentially a broad rolling plain
that would require no significant, major, earth-moving
operations. The existing topography would be altered slightly
by grading for roads, construction of buildings, and burial sites.
During construction, a variety of methods would be used to
control soil erosion, including phasing the project into small
areas of disturbance and implementing an approved soil
erosion and sedimentation plan. Immediately following
construction, exposed areas would be seeded with naturally
occurring vegetation that would stabilize the soils and
minimize erosion. The SEA analyzes additional site-specific
construction and operation information, including topography
and regional impact of agricultural land conversion. See
Section 3.4 for a detailed discussion.

Hydrology and
Water Quality

Yes

The Final PEA concluded less-than-significant impact from
construction and operation on surface water and groundwater,
but additional analysis is needed based on final design
information. The SEA analyzes additional site-specific
construction and operation information, including design
avoidance measures, groundwater chemical analyses, and
aquifer performance characteristics. See Section 3.5 for a
detailed discussion.

Floodplains and
Wetlands

Yes

The Final PEA concluded less-than-significant impacts
through implementation of site design to avoid potential
wetlands/waters of the United States and modifying the 100-
year floodplain. The SEA analyzes additional site-specific
construction and operation information, including an on-site
survey for federal wetlands. See Section 3.6 for a detailed
discussion.
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Technical
Resource Area

Retained for
Further Analysis

Reasoning

Wildlife and
Habitat

Yes

Construction of the proposed National Cemetery would alter
the existing vegetative communities as the site is converted
from a shortgrass prairie to a mix of grasses required for water-
wise landscape. Potential impacts on the existing wildlife are
expected to be temporary and minimal. Similar habitat
surrounds the site, so relocation of wildlife species would
naturally occur. The SEA analyzes additional site-specific final
construction and operation information. See Section 3.7 for a
detailed discussion.

Cultural
Resources

Yes

An initial cultural resource impact prediction was conducted at
the site, providing recommendations for further evaluations to
identify any potential historic, cultural, or architectural
resources that may exist on the property. Previous analysis
indicates the potential of finding resources on the site. Section
3.8 provides a detailed discussion.

Noise

Yes

Per the Final PEA, only minimal, short-term, effects would
occur during construction of the Proposed Action. Long-term,
though periodic, noise effects would be anticipated with
proposed rifle salutes at funeral ceremonies. Potential noise
effects would be reduced or avoided with implementation of
the BMPs. The SEA analyzes additional site-specific final
construction and operation information. See Section 3.9 for a
detailed discussion.

Utilities

Yes

The Final PEA concluded that there are currently no utilities
servicing the site; however, utility provisions were easily and
readily available to bring service to the site. The SEA analyzes
the temporary and permanent provision of these utility services
during construction and operation. See Section 3.10 for a
detailed discussion.

Transportation
and Parking

Yes

The Final PEA concluded less-than-significant transportation
effects from construction vehicles, and visitor traffic on local
roadways during operation. The SEA analyzes additional site-
specific construction and operation information. See Section
3.11 for a detailed discussion.

Land Use

No

Per the Final PEA, no land use effects would be expected to
occur at the site with implementation of the Proposed Action.
The proposed cemetery project is generally consistent with the
existing land use. The VA would comply with all applicable
regulations and ordinances during construction of the
proposed National Cemetery. As such, this issue is not
analyzed in depth in this SEA.

Socioeconomics

No

Per the Final PEA, no adverse effects would be anticipated
due to construction or operation of the Proposed Action. Short-
term, minor, positive socioeconomic effects could occur due to
increased local employment and personal income during
construction. Providing a National Cemetery would have a
long-term, positive socioeconomic effect. As such, this issue is
not analyzed in depth in this SEA.
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Technical
Resource Area

Retained for
Further Analysis

Reasoning

Community No Per the Final PEA, only minimal effects could occur from
Services implementation of the Proposed Action. The Proposed Action
would not increase the demand on local police or fire services.

This issue is not analyzed in depth in this SEA.
Solid and No Per the Final PEA, only minimal effects would occur due to
Hazardous implementation of the Proposed Action. As such, this issue is

Materials not analyzed in depth in this SEA.

Environmental No Per the Final PEA, no Environmental Justice effects would be
Justice anticipated under the Proposed Action. No specific

concentrations of minority or low-income populations are
located in the vicinity of the site. As such, this issue is not
analyzed in depth in this SEA.

The VA has determined that the analysis from the Final PEA presented in Table 1-2 remains
accurate. This study conforms to recommendations from the Final PEA regarding the retention of
technical resource areas for further analysis.

1.3 Regional Location

The subject site is located on the Rolling Hills Ranch in the southeast portion of the city of
Colorado Springs. The Rolling Hills Ranch property, which is approximately 1,182 acres of
undeveloped land, is situated generally east of Marksheffel Road between Bradley Road and
Drennan Road. However, the land has been subdivided to create a 374.3-acre parcel, which
would comprise the entire proposed National Cemetery property (Figure 1-2).

1.4 Purpose and Need

The purpose of the Proposed Action is to enable the VA to provide eligible veterans and their
families in southern Colorado with a new National Cemetery of sufficient size and capacity to
serve the projected needs in the southern Colorado region for the next ten years.

The Proposed Action is needed to meet the VA National Cemetery Administration (NCA) goal of
providing eligible veterans with reasonable access to VA burial options.

In the state of Colorado, there are two national cemeteries: Fort Lyon National Cemetery, in Las
Animas; and Fort Logan National Cemetery, in Denver. Both are open to full burial options. Burial
at a National Cemetery is an earned benefit provided to veterans through the VA. The Proposed
Action is needed to meet the VA National Cemetery Administration’s goal of increasing burial
options in areas that have an unserved veteran population of at least 80,000, as specified by
congressional mandate. In addition, the new National Cemetery is needed for the VA to comply
with the Servicemembers Civil Relief Act.
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Figure 1-2. Site Boundary Map, New Veterans Affairs Colorado National Cemetery,
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1.5 Goals and Objectives

1.5.1 Mission Objectives that Contribute to Veterans Services
The VA has established five goals that define the mission of the NCA (NCA 2013):

to ensure that burial needs of veterans and eligible family members are met

to provide veterans and their families with symbolic expressions of remembrance

to ensure that all VA national cemeteries are maintained as national shrines

to educate and empower veterans and their families through outreach and advocacy

to build the internal capacity to serve veterans, family members, VA employees, and other
stakeholders

The NCA further defines the first objective on the assumption that the burial needs of a veteran
are met if he or she has reasonable access to burial option, which is defined as “...a first interment
option (whether for casketed remains or cremated remains, either in-ground or in columbaria) in
a National or State Veterans Cemetery... available within 75 miles of the Veteran's place of
residence.” The VA established a 75-mile service area standard because NCA data show that
more than 80 percent of persons interred in national cemeteries resided within 75 miles of the
cemetery at the time of death. The NCA estimated a fiscal year 2010 unserved veteran population
of approximately 95,000 living within the southern Colorado area included in the 75-mile radius
for this proposed National Cemetery. The new cemetery would provide additional capacity and
improved access for veterans and their families (i.e., reduced travel time to a National Cemetery),
and would balance the currently unequal geographic distribution of VA national cemeteries within
the state of Colorado. The Proposed Action would provide burial facilities for eligible veterans in
southern Colorado who are not currently served by an open National Cemetery, as required under
38 CFR Part 2408.

1.5.2 Sustainable Design Requirements and Goals

As discussed in Section 1.1, the VA selected and acquired the 374.3-acre site in Colorado
Springs, Colorado (Figure 1-1 and Figure 1-2) in August 2012 following completion of the Final
PEA (VA 2012). The current Proposed Action is to develop this specific site as a National
Cemetery, meeting the purpose of and need for the Proposed Action. The overall goals of the
Proposed Action as established under the VA sustainable design program, described in the
Sustainability Design manual, and outlined in Environmental and Sustainability Design Elements
(as described in Submission Requirements for National Cemetery Projects), aim to enhance the
services VA facilities provide to the nation’s veterans.

1.6 Decision Making

The VA, as a federal agency, is required to incorporate environmental considerations into its
decision-making process for the actions it proposes to undertake. This is done in accordance with
CEQ NEPA-implementing regulations.

The purpose of this SEA is to inform federal decision makers and the public of the potential
environmental effects of the Proposed Action and its considered alternatives, prior to making a
federal decision to move forward with the Proposed Action. In this manner, the federal decision
makers can make a fully formed decision, aware of the potential environmental effects of the
Proposed Action. The intended purposes of this SEA are to
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e inform decision makers and the public of the possible environmental effects of the
Proposed Action and its considered alternatives, as well as the methods to reduce these
effects;

o document the NEPA process;
allow for public input into the decision-making process; and

¢ allow for informed decision making by the federal government.

This federal decision making includes identifying the actions that the government would commit
to undertake to minimize environmental effects, as required under the NEPA, CEQ Regulations,
and 38 CFR Part 26.

The decision to be made is whether, having taken into account potential physical, environmental,
cultural, and socioeconomic effects, the VA should implement the Proposed Action and, as
appropriate, carry out measures to reduce its effects on resources. Implementation of the BMPs
identified in the Final PEA and additional BMPs identified herein, summarized in Table 5-1 and
incorporated into the Proposed Action, would ensure that direct, indirect, and significant
cumulative effects would not occur.

1.7 Related Environmental Documents

A number of environmental and other documents have been prepared that address activities or
locations related to the Proposed Action discussed in this EA. The following documents contain
information used in the preparation of this EA and are incorporated by reference:

e Final Programmatic Environmental Assessment of the Proposed Southern Colorado
National Cemetery, El Paso County, Colorado, July 2012 (VA 2012)

e Phase | Environmental Site Assessment, Rolling Hills Ranch, Portions of El Paso County
Assessor’s Parcel 5500000313 Colorado Springs, El Paso County, Colorado, April 27,
2012 (Terracon Consultants, Inc. 2012a)

e Preliminary Geotechnical Engineering Report, Proposed New VA National Cemetery,
Bradley Heights Ranch, Rolling Hills Ranch, and 4 Way Ranch, El Paso County, Colorado,
April 30, 2012 (Terracon Consultants, Inc. 2012b)

¢ Initial Cultural Resource Impact Prediction for the New VA National Cemetery in El Paso
County, Colorado (Centennial Archaeology 2012)

o Draft Geotechnical Design Report, New Southern Colorado National Cemetery, Colorado
Springs, Colorado, as included in the Basis of Design Report MP5 Appendix | (Shannon
and Wilson Inc. 2015)

e Section 404 Jurisdictional Area Delineation, Southern Colorado Veterans Cemetery, May
4, 2015 (Atkins 2015b)

e Basis of Design Report, Southern Colorado National Cemetery, Phase 1, Master Plan 1
(MP1) Submittal, May 2015

e Basis of Desigh Report, Southern Colorado National Cemetery, Phase 1, Master Plan 2
(MP2) Submittal, June 2015

¢ Basis of Design Report, Southern Colorado National Cemetery, Phase 1, Master Plan 3
(MP3) Submittal, July 2015

e MP3 Environmental Submittal, Southern Colorado Veterans Cemetery (Atkins 2015a)

¢ Basis of Design Report, Southern Colorado National Cemetery, Phase 1, Master Plan 5
(MP5) Submittal, November 2015 (AES Group, Inc. 2015)

e Basis of Design Report, Southern Colorado National Cemetery, Phase 1, Design
Development 1, January 2016 (AES Group, Inc. 2016)
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