












Attachment 1 
Analysis of Scoping Comments for a Special Use Permit for Routing and Survey Activities  

for the Atlantic Coast Pipeline 
 
Atlantic Coast Pipeline, LLC (ACP) has pre-filed with the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) 
to begin the environmental analysis required to construct and operate a natural gas pipeline. On 
December 11, 2014 we sent out a public request for comments on a special use application from 
Atlantic Coast Pipeline to conduct feasibility surveys for the segment of the proposed pipeline that 
would cross the George Washington National Forest (GWNF) in Highland and Augusta Counties, 
Virginia. We requested comments specifically related to the survey activities identified in the 
application to decide whether to issue a permit for these activities. The scoping period ended 
1/23/2015 and we issued a special use permit for the surveys of the proposed location. We believe 
these surveys are collectively necessary to determine the feasibility of the proposed route, collect the 
environmental and cultural resources data needed to determine whether a pipeline can be safely 
constructed and avoid sensitive resources on the GWNF.  
 
ACP subsequently submitted two additional routes and another scoping period requesting public 
comments on these routes occurred from March 27, 2015 to April 14, 2015. These additional routes 
were also located in Highland and Augusta Counties, Virginia.  
 
When we issued the permit for the first proposed route, we included an analysis of the scoping 
comments in the decision. Many of those comments were also reflected in the second scoping 
comments so we carried forth that analysis and incorporated additional comments that were received. 
We have reviewed all of the comments that we received and grouped them into 11 comment 
categories and provided a response to each.    
 
1. The proposed survey is minimal and will not provide the information needed by the Forest 

Service 
These comments identify concerns that the proposed inventory will not be adequate to provide all 
of the information needed by the Forest Service to make an informed decision on whether or not 
to authorize a future permit for construction and operation of the pipeline.  The Forest Service 
should require all key data now so that the information will be available in the EIS.  These should be 
included now because additional surveys could result in additional impacts.   
 
An associated issue is that the qualifications of the people conducting the surveys need to be 
identified in the application.  Other comments requested that the Forest Service conduct the 
surveys or select an independent contractor to conduct the surveys. 
 
The following are some of the specific survey needs that were identified: 
• Slope stability and associated geotechnical analysis, additional survey measures were 

identified 
• Forest fragmentation of interior forests  
• Watersheds and erosion and sediment control needs 
• Streams, existence of seeps and springs, groundwater, and methods for crossing waterways 
• Comprehensive stream assessments 
• Geologic hazards including landslides and risks from blasting on slope stability and water flow 
• Documenting endangered and threatened plants, animals, and special habitats 



• Historic resources, historic water supplies and archaeological sites  
• Game and non-game species and their habitats  
• Caves, karst and soil features along the route, additional survey measures were identified 
• Biological surveys need to be conducted during appropriate seasons  

 
Response: 
The proposed survey will meet the needs of the proponent and will provide information that will be 
important to the Forest Service should the proponent decide to apply for a construction permit.  
The proposed survey request was developed by the proponent.  It is based on their assessment of 
the information needed to determine if they want to file an application for construction and 
operation of the pipeline and, if so, to prepare their ultimate application for construction and 
operation of the pipeline.  We reviewed their application for the temporary permit to conduct 
surveys.  The surveys and the methods that they proposed are appropriate as baseline information 
that would be needed.    It is likely that additional information regarding potentially affected 
resources will be needed should a construction application be submitted and accepted.  It is likely 
that information would be needed to address most, if not all, of the proposed resource concerns.  
Some of this information could be derived from existing information and other information could 
require additional field surveys.  Issuing the permit as proposed will not inhibit the Forest Service 
from requiring additional information in the future. 
 
We will review the credentials of people conducting the surveys, members of our staff will review 
the results of the surveys, and members of our staff will likely accompany some of the survey crews 
when they are conducting surveys. 

  
  
2. The application is deficient   

Comments stated that the application should be denied because the information in the permit 
application was incorrect or incomplete.  A number of comments specifically identified deficiencies 
related to the need to address other alternatives.  That deficiency is addressed in Comment 
Category 3.  Other specific deficiencies included: 
 
• Section 14. ACP omitted critical information regarding authorizations and applications filed for 

similar projects including the Mountain Valley Pipeline Project and the Appalachian Connector 
Pipeline Project which were both noted in Resource Report 10. All three pipelines should be 
considered for survey at the same time and the cumulative total effects of the three pipelines 
analyzed. 

• Section 16.  The public requires detailed information on how the survey will affect the 
population, economics and rural lifestyle of the public. Because the survey leads to a series of 
events in the reasonably foreseeable future that would include the construction, maintenance 
and operation of the ACP, Dominion should be required to consider and project these effects 
in their application in order give the public in-depth information concerning the ACP.  

• Extensive background data studies should be conducted prior to personnel conducting field 
sampling. There is no mention in the Application of any background data studies being 
performed, such as a study of soil survey maps, geologic maps, or cave information. 

• The descriptions provided for the width of the surveys are inconsistent and do not provide 
enough detailed information concerning the amount and type of vegetation that will be 
destroyed.  For example, the routing survey states that minor amounts of brush will be 



removed with hand tools to navigate the route, but this could result in vegetation removal 
across the entire 400-foot survey corridor.  

• There is no mention of determining the presence of karst terrain, delineation of watersheds 
impacted by construction and the changes in the ground cover, or determination of 
groundwater or soil conditions.  For example, the entire watershed needs to be considered in 
evaluation of stormwater runoff.  Also, the application should consider background 
information on the potential impact of construction on caves.   

• The Application does not include a listing of the credentials and experience of personnel who 
would be conducting the surveys. 

• The pipeline doesn’t meet Forest Service screening criteria 1 and 5 used to accept an 
application for a special use permit.  

 
 
Response: 
We have reviewed the permit application and determined that it is complete.   
 
Section 14 of the permit application states, “List authorizations and pending applications filed for 
similar projects which may provide information to the authorizing agency.”  Comments questioned 
why the applicant did not include information on the Mountain Valley Pipeline Project and the 
Appalachian Connector Pipeline Project. They argue that all three pipelines should be considered 
for survey at the same time and the cumulative total effects of the three pipelines analyzed.  The 
impacts of the survey are very minor and the effects of surveying one pipeline would have no 
cumulative impacts on the survey of another pipeline.  If the proponent of this pipeline proceeds to 
apply for a construction permit, the impacts will be greater and we will evaluate if the impacts of 
one or more of the projects result in cumulative impacts to any resources. 
 
Section 16 of the permit application states, “Describe probable effects on the population in the 
area, including the social and economic aspects, and the rural lifestyles.”  Comments state that 
because the survey leads to a series of events in the reasonably foreseeable future that would 
include the construction, maintenance and operation of the ACP, Dominion should be required to 
consider and project these effects in their application in order give the public in-depth information 
concerning the ACP.  We disagree with this premise that the survey automatically results in a 
construction permit.  This is further described in Comment Category 5.  Therefore, the response in 
Section 16, “The current application is for survey activities only,” is appropriate.   
 
We agree that background information will be needed before surveys are conducted.  However, 
these do not need to be defined in the permit application.  Staff from the Forest Service will work 
with the personnel conducting the surveys to better define information needs.  In addition, as 
described in Comment Category 1, we will continue to work with the applicant, should this permit 
move into the construction phase, and will identify future survey and background information 
needs.  
 
The width of the surveys and the description of the surveys are sufficient for us to understand the 
nature of the potential impacts of the survey.  It is not confusing to us that different widths are 
involved in different types of surveys.  In regard to the concern that extensive vegetation would be 
removed during the civil survey, the term “minor amounts of vegetation will be brushed 
using hand tools to provide line of site and a travel path for survey equipment” is understood to 
not mean that the entire survey corridor would have vegetation removed.  In addition, the Forest 



Service will have staff accompany the survey personnel when they begin their surveys to identify 
expectations regarding vegetation brushing.   
 
In regard to the need for additional surveys and the credentials of the survey personnel, this is 
discussed in Comment Category 1.   
 
The first initial screening criteria used to evaluate special use permit applications states, “1.  The 
proposed use is consistent with the laws, regulations, orders, policies establishing or governing NFS 
lands, with other applicable federal law, and with applicable State and local health and sanitation 
laws.”  In regard to this application, the authority to grant special use authorizations for site survey 
and testing on National Forest System (NFS) lands is the Organic Act of 1897.  There are no known 
conflicts with other laws, regulations, policies, etc. for conducting surveys and collecting data on 
NFS lands.   
The fifth initial screening criteria used to evaluate special use permit applications states, “5. The 
proposed use will not unreasonably conflict or interfere with administrative use by the Forest 
Service, other scheduled or existing authorized uses of NFS lands or use of adjacent non-NFS lands.  
(Examples:  Timber Sales, Ongoing Construction, Closed areas.).”  For this application, there are no 
known unreasonable conflicts associated with the proposed use. 
 

  
3. The application is incomplete; it does not adequately address alternatives 

These comments stated that the application should be denied because the information in the 
permit application did not address alternative routes.  Specific concerns include: 
 
• The response to Section 13a states that no alternative routes have been identified for surveys, 

but the FERC filing shows that the proponent has examined four conceptual route 
alternatives; an eastern route alternative, a western route alternative, a third route heading 
east and north of its baseline crossing of the Monongahela National Forest, and a potential 
routing was an alternative route parallel and adjacent to an existing Columbia pipeline system.  

• The GWNF Forest Plan requires use of designated corridors. 
• The application fails to answer questions of alternatives and avoidance of NFS lands. 
• Existing gas line corridors on the GWNF were not considered. 
• In Section 13C ACP fails to give any information as to why it is unfeasible to consider a route 

that does not cross the GWNF.  
• Dominion cannot demonstrate that the pipeline could not be reasonably accommodated on 

non-NFS lands. 
• There are existing pipelines than move gas from PA to VA without crossing the GWNF. 
• Section 15.  ACP has failed to provide required information on the purpose, need and cost of 

surveying alternatives. It is insufficient to defer this information to a later application in order 
for both the agency and the public to assess the purpose, need or cost of the proposed survey.  

 
Response: 
We have reviewed the permit application and determined that it is complete and does adequately 
address alternatives.  The application is for a temporary permit to conduct surveys.  The same 
form is used to apply for the survey permit as to apply for a construction permit. Section 13a 
states, “Describe other reasonable alternative routes and modes considered.”  The answer is, 
“This application is for a planning permit to conduct routing, environmental, cultural resources, 



and civil surveys along a 300-foot-wide survey corridor within a 2,000-foot-wide study corridor 
where the planned pipeline route crosses the GWNF. No alternative routes have been identified 
for these surveys.”  We know from the FERC filing materials that the proponent has examined 
alternative routes for the location of the pipeline.   The survey permit is needed to develop 
information to apply for a construction permit for their proposed pipeline.  Surveying other sites 
will not provide them with the information that they need to prepare their application.  Therefore, 
there are no alternatives to consider in relation to this survey permit.   
 
If the proponent does apply for a construction permit, alternative routes that avoid or reduce 
impacts to the GWNF will likely need to be considered.  If information is needed on these other 
routes, the proponent will need to provide the information.  The information could include 
existing information or data from additional field surveys.  All of this would occur within the scope 
of the environmental analysis for construction.  This information is not needed to issue this permit 
to conduct a survey of their proposal.   
 
Section 13C states, “Give explanation as to why it is necessary to cross Federal Lands.”  The 
answer is, “Given the general trajectory of the planned pipeline route between West Virginia and 
southern Virginia (northwest to southeast), and the need to cross the Shenandoah and Blue Ridge 
Mountains, it is not feasible to avoid a crossing of the GWNF.” 
 
The George Washington and Jefferson National Forests have reviewed permit applications for a 
number of utility corridor projects.  We understand that the layout of the National Forest System 
lands makes it problematic for large scale utility or road projects to move from east to west across 
the western part of Virginia and eastern West Virginia without affecting the Forests.  While it may 
be possible to draw a line that avoids crossing the National Forests, routing a corridor with many 
other considerations can be difficult.  Based on our experience we believe that the response of the 
proponent to this question is adequate.  If they proceed to a construction permit, we will need to 
analyze options in much greater detail to determine if, in fact, the line could be accommodated 
with no impacts, or fewer impacts to the National Forest.  However, that detailed analysis would 
occur during the review of the construction permit application.   

 
Section 15 states, “Provide statement of need for project, including the economic feasibility and 
items such as: (a) cost of proposal (construction, operation, and maintenance); (b) estimated cost 
of next best alternative; and (c) expected public benefits.”   Comments state that ACP has failed to 
provide required information on the purpose, need and cost of surveying additional alternatives. 
As described in Concern 2, we do not believe that there is a need to address other route 
alternatives in this application for a permit to conduct surveys. 

 
4. The application should be denied since the proposed line cannot meet Forest Plan direction 

Comments state that since the proposed line could not be constructed while meeting direction in 
the GWNF Forest Plan, that the application for a survey should be denied.  The aspects of the 
proposed pipeline that would be inconsistent with the Forest Plan include: 
• The Plan requires analysis of a route that avoids or greatly reduces impacts to the GWNF. 
• The proposed corridor does not occupy a designated or existing corridor. 
• The issue of co-location with existing corridors needs to be addressed now, and in detail 
• The proposed line doesn’t meet desired conditions for Management Areas 13, 7B, or 7E2.  
• The proposed line does not serve the public interest since it does not help Forest to achieve its 

objectives. 



• The proposed line is not compatible with Cow Knob salamander requirements. 
 
Response: 
We have reviewed the permit application and the Forest Plan does not preclude the conducting of 
surveys within the proposed study area.   
 
Comments indicate that the construction of the pipeline is not compatible with the Forest Plan and 
so there is no need to allow the survey.  We have reviewed the proposed pipeline in regard to 
whether or not the construction could be allowed under the Forest Plan.  Most of the study area 
for the pipeline is in Management Prescription Area 13, Mosaics of Habitat, which is not identified 
as unsuitable for designation of utility corridors.  The study area also traverses a small amount of 
Management Prescription Area 7E2, Dispersed Recreation Areas (also not identified as unsuitable 
for designation of utility corridors) and Management Prescription Area 7B, Scenic Corridors.  
Management Prescription Area 7B is identified as unsuitable for designation of utility corridors, but 
this represents a very small portion of the study area, so it is possible that this area could be 
avoided.  The pipeline study area does not cross the Shenandoah Mountain Crest Management 
Prescription Area (8E7).  This area is established, in large part, to protect the Cow Knob 
salamander.  Forestwide direction for the Cow Knob salamander states that if the salamanders are 
found in areas outside the Shenandoah Crest management prescription area, those areas will be 
subject to the same management measures as described in the Shenandoah Mountain Crest 
Management Prescription Area.  Further analysis will determine if the direction for salamanders 
would apply to any portions of the study area.   We need additional information before we can 
conclude whether or not a construction permit could be issued. 
 
In addition, if a proposed project is not consistent with the plan, the responsible official has the 
option to initiate a plan amendment that, if approved, would accommodate the project.  The 
information derived from the surveys could help inform a decision of whether or not an 
amendment would be considered. It could be possible that amending the Forest Plan would result 
in reduced environmental impacts for one location versus the impacts from another location where 
it would be consistent with the existing Plan. 
 
The Forest Plan also has direction for special use permits to “Evaluate new special use 
authorizations using the criteria outlined in 36 CFR 251.54 and according to Forest Service policy. 
Limit to needs that cannot be reasonably met on non-NFS lands or that enhance programs and 
activities. Locate uses where they minimize the need for additional designated sites and best serve 
their intended purpose. Require joint use on land when feasible.”  Direction for linear rights-of-way 
includes, “Develop and use existing corridors and sites to their greatest potential in order to reduce 
the need for additional commitment of lands for these uses. When feasible, expansion of existing 
corridors and sites is preferable to designating new sites.”    The proponent has concluded that the 
pipeline cannot reasonably be constructed without crossing the GWNF and has identified the route 
that they believe best accomplishes their needs, while reducing impacts to other resources.  For 
the purposes of issuing a permit for surveys that will provide better information on these 
conclusions by the proponent, the Forest Plan does not prohibit the issuance of the permit.  The 
language in the Forest Plan acknowledges that some linear uses may be needed and that not all 
proposals will be able to utilize existing corridors.  The determination on whether or not other 
alternatives need to be considered for the issuance of a construction permit will be determined 
based on the FERC analysis that would be prepared for the construction permit, should one be 
submitted.   



 
5. Survey is not an independent action separate from the construction; the decision must account 

for the survey and the construction 
Comments state that the survey is not an isolated action, but only the first step in the total process 
of survey, analysis, construction and operation for a pipeline.  The construction is a reasonably 
foreseeable action and the cumulative effects of construction must be considered now at the time 
of issuing the survey permit.  
 
Response: 
The survey is an independent action.  Authorizing the survey will not automatically result in the 
authorization of a permit to construct and operate the pipeline.  Authorizing the survey may result 
in the proponent applying for a permit to construct and operate the pipeline, but that permit 
would then be subject to another environmental analysis to determine if, and how, to the 
authorize the construction.  So the only action connected to the survey permit is another NEPA 
analysis.  It would not make sense to analyze the effects of construction of the pipeline in order to 
authorize a survey permit to gather information to define what those effects might be.      

  
6. The Forest Service must consider alternatives in its NEPA analysis 

Comments state that alternative routes must be considered in the NEPA analysis before a decision 
can be made on the issuance of the permit for surveys.   
• A categorical exclusion (CE) is inappropriate NEPA documentation 

- The analysis must consider impacts of the second step (construction) of the process 
- Construction is a reasonably foreseeable action as a result of the survey permit issuance 
- Must have survey of multiple routes in order to meet NEPA 

• Forest Service must consider alternatives, at least alternatives outside the Forest and that co-
locate with existing corridors. 

• NEPA requires study and development of alternatives 
- “Study, develop, and describe appropriate alternatives to recommended courses of action in 

any proposal which involves unresolved conflicts concerning alternative uses of available 
resources.” 

• Detailed survey of only the proposed action will skew eventual NEPA analysis 
- Survey “may establish a precedent for future actions with significant effects” and “represents 

a decision in principle about a future consideration.”   
- Preferred route will have greater detail than the alternatives. 

 
Response: 
A categorical exclusion is appropriate documentation for issuance of a permit to survey.  Decisions 
may be categorically excluded from documentation in an environmental impact statement (EIS) or 
environmental assessment (EA) when they are within one of the categories identified by the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture in 7 CFR part 1b.3 or one of the categories identified in Forest Service 
Handbook (FSH) 1909.15 Section 30 and there are no extraordinary circumstances related to the 
decision that may result in a significant individual or cumulative environmental effect. This action 
falls within Section 32.12, Category 8 of the Forest Service National Environmental Policy and 
Procedures Handbook. (FSH 1909.15, WO Amendment 1909.15-2014-1, Section 32.12).   Category 
8 for: “Approval, modification, or continuation of minor, short-term (1 year or less) special uses of 
National Forest System lands.” (36 CFR 220.6(d)(8)). 
 



As described in Comment Category 5, the construction of the pipeline is neither a connected 
action nor part of cumulative effects in relation to the survey permit. 
 
As described in Comment Category 8, there is no need to address the effects of other proposed 
pipelines in the analysis of the permit application for surveys.  
 
NEPA requires that we study, develop, and describe appropriate alternatives to recommended 
courses of action in any proposal which involves unresolved conflicts concerning alternative uses 
of available resources.  The proposal to survey the resources in the study area has no unresolved 
conflicts concerning alternative uses of available resources.  There will be little to no impacts on 
available resources from the survey.  Therefore, there are no reasonable alternatives to consider; 
we either allow the survey or deny the survey.   
 
The survey merely provides information for future environmental analysis under NEPA.  The 
survey information sets no precedents for future actions besides another round of much more 
detailed analysis.   
 
In regard to the concern that the preferred route will have greater detail than alternative routes in 
the environmental analysis for any future construction permits, this remains to be seen.  During 
the analysis of any future permits, the level of analysis needed for any alternative will be 
determined based on resources, issues, and potential impacts.   

  
7.  The Forest Service should prepare an EA to document its NEPA decision 

These comments state that an Environmental Assessment (EA) would be a better option for 
documenting the analysis for the decision on the survey permit application.  A Categorical 
Exclusion (CE) would not adequately address impacts to extraordinary circumstances like 
imperiled species, municipal watersheds, or historic areas.   The Forest Service has the authority to 
prepare an EA even when a project could qualify for a CE.  An EA would allow for more analysis of 
alternatives.  An EA could also identify additional routes that the applicant must survey, establish 
survey protocols, and be a critical building block for any future Environmental Impact Statement 
on the construction of the pipeline.   
 
Response: 
We have determined that a CE is appropriate for this decision.  The CE documents that the survey 
activities would have no effect on any extraordinary circumstances. 
 
The need for alternatives in the CE is discussed in Comment Category 6. 
 
We agree that we could prepare an EA for this project.  The purpose of a CE is to reduce delay and 
paperwork on projects that do not individually or cumulatively have a significant effect on the 
human environment.  The information documented in the CE provides all the information that the 
decision-maker needs to know to make an informed decision on whether or not to authorize a 
permit to survey lands on the GWNF. 
  

8.  The analysis needs to consider all pipelines proposed to cross the GW and Jefferson NF 
The George Washington and Jefferson National Forests are reviewing permits to survey on two 
separate pipelines.  A third pipeline may also be proposed that could cross the Jefferson NF.  
Comments state that the potential effects of all three pipelines must be considered in the analysis.  



Other comments suggest that a comprehensive programmatic EIS is necessary to strategically 
address pipeline siting in the region.  
 
Response: 
There is no need to consider all the pipelines proposed to cross the George Washington and 
Jefferson National Forests when evaluating the permit to conduct surveys.  As previously 
described, the effects of the survey are very minor and the effects of one survey would have no 
influence on the resources at the other pipelines.   
 
In terms of any future analysis of the effects of constructing the pipelines, we will need to 
evaluate if any resources are affected by multiple pipelines.  If they are likely to have cumulative 
effects, then these would need to be addressed.   
 

9. The survey will affect the spread of non-native invasive species 

Comments identified a concern that survey activities could introduce or expand the range of non-
native invasive species.   

Response: 

It is possible that people conducting the surveys could transport seeds or plant materials from 
non-native invasive plants on their clothing and that these plants could then become established 
or expand in the areas to be surveyed.  We believe that the potential for this to occur is no greater 
than that from other forest users (e.g., Forest Service employees conducting our work, hunters, 
anglers, hikers, bikers or horseback riders).  Therefore the effect is considered to be negligible. 

 
10. The survey will cause effects on the social and economic resources 

Comments stated that conducting the surveys impacts the people whose lands are within or near 
the survey corridor because the fact that the surveys are being conducted means that there is a 
potential for the line to be constructed within the study corridor.  This potential requires the 
affected people to be concerned about the impacts of construction, forces them to become 
involved in the process to try to stop the pipeline from crossing their lands, causes a reduction in 
their property value or prevents them from making long-term decisions about their land.   
 
Response: 

Conducting surveys on National Forest System lands does not directly cause these potential 
impacts on private property owners.  The alternative routes would likely continue to be analyzed 
whether or not the Forest Service issues a permit for survey on the National Forest.     
 

  
11.  Concerns about the construction impacts on the following resources: 

Many of the comments expressed strong concerns about the impacts of constructing and 
operating the gas pipeline.  These included concerns about: 
• Cow Knob salamander 
• Shenandoah Mountain salamander 
• James spinymussel 
• Soil stability on steep slopes and rugged terrain 



• Sinkholes 
• Karst 
• Drinking water quality, municipal watersheds 
• Chesapeake Bay 
• Scenery, including views from Reddish Knob, Shenandoah Mountain 
• Indiana bat and other federally endangered bats 
• Proposed National Scenic Area on Shenandoah Mountain 
• Wildlife 
• Recreation 
• Flood control 
• Timber 
• Northern flying squirrel 
• Snowshoe hare 
• Cave species 
• Water quality  
• Water quantity 
• Acid shales 
• Landslide potential 
• Non-native invasive species 
• Cultural resources 
• Air emissions 
• Compressor stations 
• Erosion/sedimentation control 
• American Bird Conservancy Important Bird Areas 
• The Nature Conservancy natural strongholds 
• Leaks and ruptures 

 
Comments also requested that impacts associated with gas extraction be included in the analysis, 
including:  fracking, burning gas, methane release, climate change, and hindering the development 
of renewable resources. 
 
Response: 
These concerns were raised in regard to the impacts of the construction and operation of the 
pipeline.  While we share the concern about potential impacts on these resources from pipeline 
construction, this analysis and decision are only related to the surveys.  We have determined that 
the potential impacts from the surveys are minimal and would have no significant effect on the 
environment.  Any future environmental analysis for a permit to construct and operate the 
pipeline would include a detailed analysis of many, if not all, of these concerns.  

 










