FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT

u.S. Department of Veterans affairs

Construct and Operate New Columbia-Greenville Area
National Veterans’ Cemetery

Agency: National Cemetery Administration (NCA), U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) 
Background: The NCA is responsible for providing cemetery services for veterans and other eligible persons pursuant to the provisions of the National Cemeteries Act of 1973 and other statutory authority and regulations. Under this mandate, NCA is responsible for the operation and maintenance of 123 existing national cemeteries, and the construction of new national cemeteries. The National Cemetery Expansion Act of 2003 (Public Law 108-109) requires the VA NCA to establish six new national cemeteries within four years and the VA NCA has identified the veteran population that is concentrated in the Columbia-Greenville area as a priority.  

The purpose of the proposed action would be to fulfill a need for a new national veterans’ cemetery in the Columbia-Greenville area.  In accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act and the implementing regulations of the Council of Environmental Quality (40 CFR 1500-1508), the VA prepared a Draft Environmental Assessment (EA), which analyzed the no-action alternative, and the impacts of the construction and operation of a new national cemetery on one of three alternative sites in the Columbia-Greenville, South Carolina area.  
Proposed Action: The cemetery action would be conducted in multiple phases with Phase I anticipated for completion in late 2010. Phase I would provide a fast-track burial section, development of approximately 5,000 gravesites for casketed interments, 2,450 sites for cremated remains including a columbarium, and appropriate structures/facilities to support cemetery operations. The total development area for Phase I is expected to be 50 acres, and would provide for approximately 10 years of burials. Subsequent development phases would occur on about 200 more acres and increase the total number of interment sites within the cemetery to a total of 17,677.
Alternatives: Of multiple sites investigated, three sites were identified that met criteria for developing a new national cemetery – one in Sedalia, Union County, one in Whitmire, Newberry County, and one at the U.S. Army Training Center and Fort Jackson (“Fort Jackson”) in Columbia, Richland County. These three alternative sites and the no-action alternative were evaluated in depth in the EA.
Based upon the analysis of all three sites, coupled with other internal rating criteria, NCA identified the Fort Jackson Site as the most favorable site for the new cemetery. As such, the VA NCA has selected the Fort Jackson Site for implementation of the Proposed Action. This 600-acre site is located in the northern portion of the Installation, and is bounded to the north by Percival Road (located off the Installation), to the east by Spears Creek Church Road, partially on the south by a portion of North Tower Road, to the west by a portion of Wildcat Road, and to the east, south, and west by active field exercise training areas within Fort Jackson. Colonels Creek tributaries and wetlands dissect the site. The Fort Jackson Site is actively managed for timber, and the site is currently mainly planted in loblolly pine and slash pine. The site is used for Army field training exercises and limited onsite hunting.
Cemetery entrances would be constructed at two locations along Percival Road; one entrance near Clemson Road would be a public entrance and an entrance at the existing Gate 9 would be used for cemetery operations. 
Potential Environmental Effects:  The potential environmental effects associated with implementation of the proposed action at the Fort Jackson Site are summarized in the following section:

Geology, Topography, Soils, and Water Resources.  Minimal impacts are expected to geology, soils, and water resources at the Fort Jackson Site.  The VA NCA will obtain all required permits, such as a Stormwater Management and Sediment Control permit, and is committed to the use of best management practices (BMPs) to minimize project impacts. About 9 percent of the Fort Jackson Site is located within the 100-year floodplain. No impacts to the floodplain will occur, as this area will be avoided during development and BMPs will be implemented. 

Wetlands and Waters of the U.S. Impacts to jurisdictional wetlands and Waters of the U.S. (WUS) could occur at the Fort Jackson Site, depending on the layout and design of the cemetery. About 92 acres of wetlands and a 7-acre beaver pond, which is under a conservation easement, are present on the Fort Jackson Site.  The beaver pond will be avoided during cemetery development and maintained as a conservation area.

The onsite wetlands and WUS will be delineated and the wetland boundaries will be considered during cemetery master planning. Additional acreage is available at the site beyond the necessary 250 acres, which will enable VA NCA to avoid and/or minimize impacts to wetlands and WUS through careful planning and site layout. The VA NCA will consult with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) and apply for a federal permit if necessary due to impacts to wetlands, or where dredging and filling activities will occur in WUS or wetlands. The VA NCA will also conduct compensatory mitigation as necessary due to permitting requirements. 

Vegetation and Wildlife.  Minimal impacts will occur to existing vegetation due to the need for site grading and installation of grass and native species landscaping at the cemetery site. Additionally, there will be minor impacts on terrestrial species, creating a permanent loss of habitat for mobile generalist species.  The VA NCA will develop and plan for control of invasive species at the Fort Jackson Site.

Threatened and Endangered Species. No threatened and endangered (T&E) species have been identified at the Fort Jackson Site and no impacts to T&E species will occur.  However, the Fort Jackson Site contains potential foraging habitat for the federally protected Red-Cockaded Woodpecker (RCW).  Transfer of the Fort Jackson Site to the VA NCA for cemetery development will affect the long-term population goals of Fort Jackson’s RCW Management Plan.  Planned future habitat for the RCW could be adversely impacted although significant adverse impacts to the RCW at the Fort Jackson Site are not anticipated to result from cemetery development. USFWS considers requirements pursuant to Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act to be satisfied.  

Cultural Resources. Eight archaeological sites have been found within the Fort Jackson Site.  Five of the sites have been determined ineligible for inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP), and three sites are potentially eligible and have undergone additional testing. A plan of avoidance of the archaeological sites will be developed in consultation with the American Indian Nations and SHPO. If avoidance is not possible, the VA NCA will further consult with American Indian Nations and SHPO, and mitigation of potential adverse effects will be conducted for the sites or the portions of sites that will be developed.  For those sites that will be impacted by cemetery development, a data recovery plan will be developed in consultation with American Indian Nations and the SHPO.  No aboveground historic resources are located on or adjacent to the Fort Jackson Site.

Noise and Air Resources, Aesthetics, Community Services. Temporary and minor impacts will occur to existing noise conditions and air quality during construction. Aesthetic changes to the Fort Jackson Site will occur (change from forested land to developed cemetery) but will not be considered adverse by most viewers because of the aesthetically pleasing landscaping and site development features that will be implemented. Adverse noise impacts from Fort Jackson field exercises will be minimized by the Army’s establishment of a 1,640-foot (500-meter) noise buffer surrounding the Fort Jackson Site.
No additional or new community services will be needed at the Fort Jackson Site due to implementation of the proposed action. 

Zoning and Land Use. Existing zoning and land uses will not be significantly adversely affected. The VA NCA will coordinate with and obtain encroachment permits from utility companies if onsite utility ROWs need to be crossed by a cemetery access road, irrigation system, or utilities. 

Utilities. Electricity, potable water, and sewer service are available to the Fort Jackson Site, and no adverse impacts to utilities will occur as a result of the proposed action.

Socioeconomy.  The regional and local economies will be beneficially impacted as a result of the proposed action due to increased spending by workers and visitors. No adverse impacts will occur to minority or low-income populations as a result of the proposed action. 

Transportation.  The proposed action will generate additional traffic in the area due to construction, funerals, cemetery workers and visitors, and service deliveries. About 356 vehicle trips are anticipated to be generated daily. Most trips will occur during off-peak hours, and most visitor trips will likely occur on weekends.  The cemetery will generate the greatest amount of traffic when adjacent street volumes are relatively low. The increase in traffic associated with the new cemetery will not result in a significant impact on surrounding roadways.
Solid and Hazardous Waste. Potential solid and hazardous waste issues identified at the Fort Jackson Site will be addressed pursuant to the Installation’s Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) Part B Permit and the associated requirements, with the roles and responsibilities of the South Carolina Department of Health and Environmental Control (SCDHEC), Fort Jackson, and VA to be determined.  This includes addressing a 95-acre suspected dudded area along the southern boundary of the site.  

Minimal amounts of solid waste generated during construction and operation of the new cemetery will be handled and disposed of at a permitted landfill in accordance with regulatory requirements. 

Cumulative Impacts.  Rapid development is occurring near the Fort Jackson Site, and Fort Jackson’s mission is expected to increase, although slightly, due to the recent Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) announcements. The addition of a national cemetery is not expected to generate additional significant development in the Fort Jackson Site areas. BMPs implemented in association with the cemetery development will limit all potential cumulative impacts to insignificant.  
Decision. The decision to issue a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) for implementation of the proposed action at the Fort Jackson Site is based on the following factors:

· The VA will avoid or minimize adverse environmental consequences, consistent with other national policy considerations. This includes obtaining all required environmental permits, implementing BMPs, avoiding development in the 100-year floodplain, and protecting and maintaining the 7-acre conservation easement;

· The VA will protect and avoid direct impacts to known cultural resource sites through consultation with and agreement of the State Historic Preservation Office and Native American representatives; and

· The VA will consult with the United States Army Corps of Engineers to determine the extent of onsite wetlands and other Waters of the U.S., the extent to which these areas may be impacted, and the appropriate Section 404 permit and level of compensatory mitigation required.  

Finding of No Significant Impact
After reviewing the Environmental Assessment for the construction and operation of a new national cemetery in the Columbia-Greenville area, the implementation of the proposed action as described at the Fort Jackson Site would not constitute a major federal action that would have significant impact upon the quality of the human environment within the meaning of Section 102(2c) of the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969. Accordingly, the preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement is not required. 
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