High Energy Cost Grant Program
Environmental Questionnaire
Overview

The USDA Rural Utilities Service (RUS) is required to assess the potential impacts of proposed federal actions, including the provision of financial assistance through the High Energy Cost Grant Program (HECG), to the human environment in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA), and other federal, state, and local environmental laws.  HECG applicants must complete and submit this Environmental Questionnaire (EQ) with their applications for financial assistance. This EQ provides information to RUS so that I can either complete the environmental review process or determine the appropriate level of additional impact analyses need in accordance with RUS Environmental Policies and Procedures, 7 CFR Part 1794.  RUS will notify applicants if additional information or analyses are necessary beyond what is submitted in the EQ.

No construction activities may begin until final environmental approval from RUS is granted. In accordance with 7 CFR § 1794.15, awardees are prohibited from taking actions that may have an adverse environmental impact or limit the choice of practicable alternatives that may be considered until RUS has concluded the environmental review process. If the proposed project involves construction activities or property acquisition, the applicant is generally prohibited from acquiring, rehabilitating, converting, leasing, repairing or constructing property or facilities, or committing or expending Agency or non-Agency funds until after RUS has concluded its environmental review requirements.
An applicant may submit to RUS a copy of any environmental review document that has been prepared in connection with obtaining permits, approvals, or other financing for the proposed project from state, local or other federal agencies. Such material, to the extent determined to be relevant, may be used to fulfill RUS environmental review requirements.  Applicants shall not reference items provided in other parts of the application package in the EQ; all materials relevant to the EQ must be integrated herein to facilitate timely review.
Requested Information

A. Project Description and Location: Provide a concise description of all project related activities. Complete descriptions and locations must be provided for each site affected by project-related construction activities. Complete descriptions, locations and mapping must be provided for each site affected by project-related construction activities (recommend U.S. Geological Survey 7.5-minute quadrangle maps at a map scale of 1:24,000; larger scale maps may be provided for site-specific proposals).  USGS maps may be obtained and purchased on the USGS website.  All project elements, if known at the time of the application, must be clearly depicted on any map provided.  If appropriate, photographs or aerial photographs of site-specific proposals may be provided.
B. Land Ownership and Use: Describe the amount of property to be cleared, excavated, fenced, or otherwise disturbed by the proposed project, and the current land use and zoning for each project site affected by construction.  Applicants must determine and document the land ownership of the proposed construction site or right-of-way (ROW) (all roads and associated ROWs traversing federal lands are controlled by the appropriate federal agency).  You may find information related to federal lands on the ArcGIS website.  
C. Farmlands: Determine whether the project will may irreversibly convert farmland (directly or indirectly) to nonagricultural use in accordance with the Farmland Protection Policy Act (FPPA). FPPA is intended to minimize the impact Federal programs have on the unnecessary and irreversible conversion of farmland to nonagricultural uses. The USDA, Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) establishes a farmland conversion impact rating score used to consider alternative sites if the score exceeds the recommended allowable level. This assessment is completed on Form AD-1006, which can be found on the NRCS website. The applicant is responsible for filling out Parts I, V, and VI of the form for submittal to the local NRCS office; the criteria for Part VI are found here. 
D. Wetlands:  Describe and indicate whether wetlands are present on or near the project site(s) affected by proposed construction (maps of wetlands may be obtained from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service's National Wetland Inventory website.  If wetlands are identified within the project area, please document where the project components will be located in relation to the identified wetland areas.  In most cases for buried cable, applicants will be able to utilize the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Nationwide Permit Number 12, Utility Line Activities. 
E. Floodplains:  Describe and indicate whether or not any facility(ies) or site(s) are located within the 100 and 500-year floodplain.  If any project-related construction activities are within floodplains, a copy of a Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM) that depicts construction activities must be included.  Information related to floodplains and National Flood Insurance Maps may be obtained from the Federal Emergency Management Agency's (FEMA) website.  
F. Coastal Areas:  Determine whether or not the project is within the boundaries of a coastal zone management area (CZMA).  For boundary related and contact information related to CZMA, see National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management's website. 

G. Protected Species:  Describe and indicate whether any proposed project site(s) and activities will directly or indirectly affect any threatened, endangered or candidate species, or is/are within or near designated critical habitat as designated under the Endangered Species Act of 1973.  Applicants must obtain and provide species lists and appropriate species accounts (i.e. requisite habitat) from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service's website for each county affected by construction.  Information about potential critical habitat areas is found on the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s website.   
H. Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) Review: Determine whether the project will cause any effects to any historic properties eligible for listing or listed on the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP). Databases and maps to assist in identifying known archeological sites and NRHP listed or eligible resources can be obtained from the State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) in your respective state. The National Conference of State Historic Preservation Officers website provides a directory of SHPOs. 
Applicants must also indicate if any portion of the project is located on tribal lands, meaning lands within the exterior boundaries of any Indian reservation and all dependent Indian communities.  Information regarding historic properties located on tribal lands may be obtained from the Tribal Historic Preservation Officer (THPO) or the tribe’s official representative for historic preservation.  A listing of the designated THPOs is listed on the National Park Service website.  
Additional Assistance/Contact Information

In addition to the resource specific references provided above, general NEPA related information and guidance can be found on both the CEQ website and the EPA website.  For information related to Section 106, see the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation website.
Please direct any questions regarding the environmental review process to 202-720-9583.
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