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This FAQ is available on the Caltrans Standard Environmental Reference internet web site (http://www.dot.ca.gov/ser/forms.htm). It provides guidance to practitioners who are writing, reviewing, or approving these standard documents. The guide is split into sections referring to all documents; it is then document-specific. The terms “standard document”, “format” and “template” are used interchangeably. Also, these FAQs are in no particular order. It will be updated periodically to provide further help. 

We invite you to send your questions, comments, or suggestions for consideration to Richard Hill at richard.hill@dot.ca.gov, or to any Biological Consultancy Group member. The Biological Consultancy Group (BCG) is an advisory group of senior Caltrans biologists and environmental planners who assisted the development of the standard document formats. Caltrans staff may find the BCG membership on the Caltrans Division of Environmental Analysis intranet: http://pd.dot.ca.gov/env/bio/bio_pages/bcg_contact_info.htm
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Natural Environment Study (NES) 

	Can I use the NES (MI)?

	
	If I have a project with impacts that will require a minor amount of compensatory mitigation, can I use the NES (MI)?

	
	If the NES (MI) template allows you to completely analyze the needed information for the particular project, it would be appropriate. The typical length of a NES (MI) should not exceed 5-7 pages.


	Section Order 

	
	Can you make the Section order as follows: Chapter 2 (Environmental Setting), Chapter 3 (Listed and Proposed Species Potentially in the Biological Study Area), and Chapter 4 (Study Methods)?

	
	The BCG, at it’s April 21-22, 2004 meeting, decided to leave the section order in it’s current arrangement.


	Redundancy

	
	Why is there is a lot of redundancy with required repeats of the same discussions in multiple sections?

	
	As for the BA/BE, biologists may group species in the NES and NES (MI) where it is logical to do so. The intent is to streamline reviews by regulators who must address specific species issues and to facilitate consistency. Again, the writer and the reviewer have the responsibility to ensure that the document is complete.


	Consistency between Environmental Document and templates

	
	Don’t inconsistencies between the Environmental Document and Biology templates lead to difficulty for generalists?

	
	The Environmental Documents and the Biological Technical Documents have very different purposes. The Environmental Documents are decision documents and the technical documents are not. The language and intent are different. Specific issues will be addressed.


	Timing of BA and NES

	
	Can you clarify the timing of the BA and NES? Often the BA cannot be prepared until the draft ED is submitted, or later.

	
	The Section 7 process must be concluded before the ED is finalized. Often, if there are multiple project alternatives carried forward in the draft ED, the submission of the BA may be delayed until a preferred alternative is identified. In practice, the NES is often a living document that may be prepared in whole or in part in a draft form to aid project management as the project develops. As a technical summary document, the final NES should include a summary of the BA/BE. Often, a BA/BE and a NES are developed in parallel and finalized nearly at the same time. Recall that the BA/BE only addresses federal ESA issues and that an NES should include at least summary of all biological technical reports, and will address CEQA as well as NEPA issues. Recall also that the NES is a Caltrans document prepared to communicate technical studies to those who are designing the engineered project and those who are preparing the Environmental Documents. It may also be used to communicate technical issues to regulators and the public.


	Level of Detail for Less Complex Projects

	
	What discretion in the level of detail is there for smaller projects?

	
	The level of detail is up to the biologist, reviewer, and if applicable, regulatory agencies. In any case, the analysis should be complete for the situation, with the recommendations logical and supportable.


	Table Totaling and Metric-English Conversion

	
	Isn’t a table needed that sums columns and converts metric to English units to save time?

	
	Tables may be created in MS Word to address a variety of issues. The MS Word help function provides full details of the procedure. If you have additional questions contact your help desk or Richard Hill in DEA HQ.


	Table of Contents Subsections Connections

	
	Should the Table of Contents subsections connect since it creates format problems?

	
	The office automation tools in MS Word provide a benefit for many document writers. When you have difficulty with office automation, consider consulting the MS Word help or your district help desk. If it continues to be a difficulty, one option is to delete the Table of Contents and rewrite it without using the office automation. Office automation is not a required part of the standard document format and manual methods may be used.


	Definition of Study Area

	
	Shouldn’t “Study Area” be defined and mapped in Chapter 2 instead of Chapter 3?

	
	We believe that it should remain in the Chapter “Environmental Setting” since this is where physical conditions and biological conditions relevant to the Biological Study Area are discussed.


	Description of Study Area

	
	How should multiple surveys be described in Chapter 2?

	
	Simply list the methods for each survey, or refer to specific protocol and list it in the References section.


	Species Not Found by Survey

	
	Should species not found by survey (and not otherwise known to be present) be further discussed beyond Table 1?

	
	It is not necessary unless further explanation is warranted for a specific situation (e.g., annual plant species surveyed for unsuccessfully after several years of low rainfall).


	Tables 1 and 2 Redundancy

	
	Why is there a great deal of redundancy between Table 1 and Table 2?

	
	As for the BA/BE, NES tables 1 and 2 have been merged. See A6-BA/BE. The original intent was that the first table would contain the species regulatory agencies want considered, and the second table only contains the species that need further attention after an initial quick review. For example, some counties in northern California range from the Sierra crest to the Central Valley lowlands. A county species list might include species only found in, say, Lake Tahoe, that could not be present along the Sacramento River plain. 


	Evaluating Cumulative Effects for Individual Species

	
	Is it necessary to evaluate the cumulative effects for each species?

	
	Yes; however, you may group the evaluations for species that have the same results.


	Regulatory Background: Placement of Chapter 5 Discussion

	
	Wouldn’t it be better to have the regulatory background component (Chapter 5.1, Regulatory Requirements) at the beginning of the NES as background for what is being talked about and methodology for determining surveys to conduct, and/or dismissing species as not likely to occur?

	
	This section has been moved to Section 2.1.


	Existing Conditions

	
	How do we address “Special Status Habitat” e.g., coastal sage scrub and impacts in Existing Conditions?

	
	Use Section 4.1, “Natural Communities of Special Concern.”


	Noxious Weed Management, Invasive Species: How to Address

	
	Where do we discuss noxious weed management and invasive species?

	
	Use Section 5.6Additional sections may be added as needed.


	“Prepared by” Signature

	
	Who signs on the “Prepared by” signature block?

	
	This question has come up in the context of local assistance projects where the engineer is reluctant to sign since the consultant did not work under his/her “direct” supervision. Despite this concern, the BCG, in consultation with FHWA, decided that for local assistance projects, a person with management-level authority in the local agency must sign.  The “Approved By” signature would be the District Environmental Branch Chief.  Any others involved in the document preparation should be noted in the NES Introduction (Section 1.4 Document Preparation History).




	Number of Subsections

	
	Can we reduce the number of subsections?

	
	Only use the sections/subsections that are applicable. Youmay use “not applicable” or N/A, as needed.


	Wetland Delineation, Wildlife Corridors/Linkages, General Wildlife Impacts

	
	Where do we discuss important topics such as the wetland delineation results, wildlife corridors/linkages, general wildlife impacts, or impacts to migratory birds?

	
	Section 5.5 is entitled “Wetlands and Other Waters Coordination Summary.” Section 5.5 is designated as “Other.” The remaining topics should be discussed there. If there are separate reports (e.g., wetland delineation), they should be placed in the NES as an appendix. Additional sections may be added as needed.


Natural Environment Study (Minimal Impact) (NES (MI)

	References Section

	
	A References section is needed, as for the other documents.

	
	This has been added. Alternatively, you may place the entire reference within the text if there are only a few literature references. The latter is a common practice for short scientific papers. See also Q2-NES (MI).


	Table of Contents

	
	A Table of Contents would be useful for more lengthy documents.

	
	If the NES (MI) template allows you to completely analyze the needed information for the particular project, it would be appropriate. The typical length of a NES (MI) should not exceed 5-7 pages. The NES (MI) guidance addresses the additions of additional sections: “Use the NES template for additional guidance or sections. If you need the detail of the NES, use that format.” 


	Use of NES (MI)

	
	Further guidance is needed to determine when an NES (MI) can be used instead of the NES.

	
	Projects with few issues or requiring a minimal amount of compensatory mitigation would be candidates for the NES (MI) format if the effects can be completely analyzed and mitigation properly justified in a few pages. The typical length of a NES (MI) should not exceed 5-7 pages. The NES (MI) should not be used when the detail of an NES is required.


	California Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB) Data Use

	
	The MI template specifically says not to include specific data for sensitive California Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB) localities, but the NES template does not. Why is there a difference?

	
	The NES instructions have been made to conform to the correct NES (MI) guidance.


	Instructions for Local Agency Signature

	
	Instructions for local agency signature are needed.

	
	Refer to Q17-NES.


	Mitigation Measures

	
	Change “Avoidance and Minimization Measures” to “Mitigation Measures” since mitigation is more generic. Could projects that require a small amount of compensatory mitigation use the NES (MI)?

	
	Yes. This change has been made.


	Summary

	
	Could we add an optional Summary heading?

	
	Yes. Use is optional. However, the typical length of a NES (MI) should not exceed 5-7 pages. The NES (MI) should not be used when the detail of an NES is required. When recognizing that the document is long enough to require a summary section, consider whether the format should be that of the full NES.


Please send questions or corrections regarding these web pages to Maria Cisneros, (916) 653-8257 or calnet 8-453-8257. Thank You. 

