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A. INTRODUCTION

The Town of Stowe has applied to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) for financial
assistance for the Smith’s Falls Hydroelectric Project in Lamoille County, Vermont. USDA is
required to evaluate the potential environmental impacts associated with its decision under 7
C.F.R. part 1b, USDA’s National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) regulations.

The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) previously prepared an Environmental
Assessment (EA) for the Smith’s Falls Project. In accordance with 7 C.F.R. 1b.5, USDA has
reviewed and independently evaluated the FERC EA to determine whether it provides adequate
environmental analysis for USDA’s decision-making responsibilities.

B. PROJECT DESCRIPTION

The proposed action involves improvements to the Smith’s Falls Hydroelectric Project, including
rehabilitation of existing hydropower infrastructure and operational updates as described in the
FERC EA. The project would modify the existing dam and hydropower facilities to increase
efficiency and maintain long-term structural integrity while continuing to operate within the
same general footprint and project boundary.

USDA’s federal action relates solely to evaluating and potentially approving financial assistance
for the project. USDA does not have licensing or operational authority over hydropower
facilities.

C. PURPOSE AND NEED

USDA will evaluate the applicant’s request for federal financial assistance and determine
whether providing financial support for the Project meets USDA program requirements, public
interest considerations, and relevant statutory obligations under NEPA.

The Town of Stowe seeks funding to improve hydropower generation capacity, system
reliability, and renewable energy output serving the community.

D. RELIANCE ON EXISTING ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS

Under 7 C.F.R. 1b.5, USDA may rely on existing environmental analyses prepared by another
federal agency when the document adequately addresses the environmental effects relevant to
USDA'’s proposed action.

USDA conducted an independent evaluation of the FERC EA and determined the following:

1. The FERC EA provides an appropriate level of analysis for the environmental effects
associated with USDA’s decision.

2. The environmental conditions, resource descriptions, and impact assessments are current
and relevant to USDA’s action.



3. The scope of analysis sufficiently addresses all environmental resource areas applicable
to USDA’s responsibilities.

4. No significant new information or circumstances have arisen that would alter the
conclusions of the FERC EA.

Therefore, USDA is relying on the FERC EA, supplemented as necessary by USDA-specific
analysis, to support this FONSI.

E. USDA SUPPLEMENTAL ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS

Consistent with 7 C.F.R 1b.5(c), USDA conducted supplemental analysis limited to issues within
USDA’s decision space, including:
Programmatic considerations related to USDA’s financial assistance authorities;
Review of environmental commitments and mitigation measures applicable to the funding
decision;
Confirmation that the Project, as proposed for USDA assistance, matches the Project
evaluated in the FERC EA;
Verification that no extraordinary circumstances exist requiring preparation of an
Environmental Impact Statement under USDA regulation.

USDA concluded that no additional or significant effects beyond those analyzed in the FERC EA
would result from the USDA funding decision.

F. PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT

FERC previously conducted public involvement activities for the EA consistent with federal
NEPA requirements. USDA reviewed the public input received during the FERC process.

Consistent with 7 C.F.R. part 1b, USDA will issue a public notice of availability for this FONSI
and associated reliance on the existing Environmental Assessment.

G. FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT

Based on its independent evaluation of the FERC EA and USDA’s supplemental environmental
analysis, USDA concludes that the proposed action will not result in significant impacts on the
human environment.

Therefore, in accordance with 7 C.F.R. part 1b, USDA has determined that preparation of an
Environmental Impact Statement is not required, and a Finding of No Significant Impact
(FONSI) is appropriate.

H. RUS LOAN REVIEW AND RIGHT OF ADMINISTRATIVE REVIEW

This FONSI is not a decision on a loan application and therefore not an approval of the
expenditure of federal funds. Issuance of the FONSI and its notices concludes RUS’s



environmental review process. The ultimate decision on loan approval depends upon conclusion
of this environmental review process in addition to financial and engineering reviews. Issuance
of the FONSI and publication of notices will allow for these reviews to proceed. The decision to
provide financial assistance also is subject to the availability of loan funds for the designated
purpose in RUS’s budget. There are no provisions to appeal this decision (i.e., issuance of a
FONSI). Legal challenges to the FONSI may be filed in Federal District Court under the
Administrative Procedures Act.

I. APPROVAL

This Finding of No Significant Impact is effective upon signature.
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CHRISTOPHER A. McLEAN
Assistant Administrator
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Contact information
For additional information on this FONSI, email: RUSPublicComments@usda.gov
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