DOCUMENT OF DECISION

AND

FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT

IMPROVEMENTS TO TRAILS AND OVERLOOKS

AT GREAT FALLS PARK, VIRGINIA

SUMMARY

The National Park Service (NPS) has completed its review of an Environmental Assessment (EA) for proposed Improvements to Trails and Overlooks at Great Falls Park, a unit of the George Washington Memorial Parkway in northern Virginia.  This review included consideration of comments received during the 30-day public comment period.  The improvements to the park's trail system and overlooks aim to address critical visitor safety and resource protection issues in the most heavily used part of the park.  Two existing overlooks provide scenic views below the falls.  The existing overlooks are in deteriorating condition, and their concrete slab construction and steel handrails are visually incompatible with the natural surroundings.  This document presents both the Decision Notice of the NPS selection of the preferred alternative and the NPS determination pursuant to the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and the Council on Environmental Quality regulations and NPS law and policy that the selected preferred alternative results in a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI).  This Decision Notice/FONSI will be attached to and filed with the EA.

Consequently, the NPS will proceed with the preferred alternative.  Copies of this Decision Notice and FONSI will be provided to all those who provided comments and other interested parties and notifications of its availability will appear in the Federal Register.

BACKGROUND

Great Falls Park is a site within the George Washington Memorial Parkway, a unit of the National Park System in northern Virginia.  The park offers visitors spectacular views of the Potomac River and Gorge cascading 76-feet over jagged rocks and boulders.  Local residents and tourists from around the world are attracted to the park to enjoy the views, take walks, and picnic with family and friends.  However, the river’s rocky shoreline and dangerous waters also present significant hazards that require caution and the exercise of good judgment to be safely enjoyed. 

The record of serious visitor injuries and drownings, as well as obvious impacts on park resources, indicates a need to better manage visitor use to alleviate safety concerns and enhance protection of the park’s resources and scenic qualities.  Unfortunately, numerous social trails have resulted from some visitors departing the designated trail system, inadvertently damaging stonework of the Patowmack Canal, the park's primary cultural resource, as well as vegetation including rare plants.  Visitors also often scramble over the rocks and cliffs placing themselves in dangerous situations.

DECISION

The NPS selected Alternative C1, identified as the preferred Alternative in the EA for the Improvements to Trails and Overlooks at Great Falls Park, Virginia.  Under this alternative the existing Overlook 1, Overlook 2, and the chain-link fence at the Jetty Overlook, would be removed and new replacement structures built in the same locations.  A loop trail/boardwalk would be constructed through the area between the visitor center and the river.  Two additional overlooks would be built at the Shade Tree/Jetty area.  This alternative does not, however, provide for any stabilization or restoration of the area between Overlooks 1 and 2 and Fisherman’s Eddy access, pending future investigations to determine whether such improvements are feasible and sustainable.  The NPS has demonstrated through past efforts that repair and rehabilitation is not feasible for the sustainability of the overlooks.  It is a goal of this project to better direct visitor use on the new boardwalks and overlooks and to minimize the use of social trails, which may cause damage to park natural and cultural resources.

Alternative C1 was evaluated in accordance with the criteria for significant impact outlined in NPS Director’s Order 12 as follows:

· The record of serious visitor injuries and drownings indicates a need to better manage and direct visitor use to alleviate safety concerns and enhance protection of the park’s resources and scenic qualities. Unfortunately, numerous social trails have resulted from some visitors departing the designated trail system.  Visitors also often scramble over the rocks and cliffs placing themselves in dangerous situations. The intent of the project is to improve visitor use by providing desirable opportunities and facilities that positively encourage visitors to stay on established trails and overlooks.  The preferred alternative calls for the design and construction of trails, boardwalks, and overlooks in Great Falls Park that aim to provide safe viewing points for visitors and staff; address and correct potential safety concerns; address and correct accessibility deficiencies; replace the deteriorating overlooks; and enhance protection of natural and cultural resources within the park, especially those endangered by visitors leaving the established trails near the overlooks.

· Although wetlands are present in the park, according to the National Wetlands Inventory maps, no jurisdictional wetlands would be disturbed as a result of project alternatives.  Therefore, in accordance with NPS Wetlands Management Guideline-Procedural Manual #77-1, no Statement of Findings (SOF) is required.  The entire area is, however, located in a Floodplain.  In accordance with the NPS Floodplain Management Guideline-Procedural Manual #77-2 (July 2002), the proposed project undertakings are considered "Excepted Actions" for which the requirements would otherwise mandate a SOF for development within the floodplains.  These "Excepted Actions" are listed under PartV.B.2 (a) of Procedural Manual #77-2, which includes construction of "picnic facilities, scenic overlooks, foot trails, etc" which are activities often located near water for the enjoyment of visitors.  Therefore, no SOF was prepared for this project.

· The NPS completed its responsibilities pursuant to Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended.  The area of potential effect for the proposed boardwalk, bridges and trails system includes lands not previously surveyed for archeological sites.  Because of the close proximity of the historic Patowmack Canal, the park’s primary cultural resource, and related features to the proposed development, an archeological survey was conducted at select project locales demonstrating archeological potential.  As a result of the survey, no previously unknown archeological sites of significance were discovered.  However, due to the proximity of the historic Patowmack Canal and other identified features to the proposed development, precautions will be taken during construction to avoid these cultural resources and the park will monitor construction of the boardwalk, bridges, and trails.  The discovery of archeological remains would be reason to halt the project while their significance is evaluated.  The Virginia State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) reviewed the project in its entirety and concurred on August 29, 2002, in a request for concurrence letter from the park dated August 1, 2002, that the undertaking will have no adverse effect on the National Register qualities of the Patowmack Canal Historic District or other historic properties, nor is it likely to impact any unknown cultural resources.

· Concern was raised during the EA process about impacts of the preferred alternative on sticky goldenrod (Solidago racemosa), a state listed (S1) species.  As a result, the park met with a botanist from Virginia to discuss possible recommendations to mitigate potential impacts to these rare plants.  The park determined that potential impacts to these rare plants could be greatly reduced if the proposed configuration of Overlook 1 were shifted to the downriver side of the existing overlook rather than the proposed upriver side.  There are some 40 plants on the upriver side that would be impacted versus 10 or fewer on the downriver side.  This proposed modification was reviewed as part of the project design by park management, park engineering staff, park natural and cultural resource staff and the Virginia SHPO and was found to meet the purpose and need of the project and not likely to cause new impacts and would therefore not require additional public review.  This modification effectively mitigates concern for threatened or endangered species or their habitat

· A number of public agencies were consulted in the planning of this project including representatives of U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation-Division of Natural Heritage, Virginia State Historic Preservation Officer, Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Norfolk District.  Furthermore, the public was given the opportunity to comment.  At no time during this process was the impact analysis debated, nor was the project deemed controversial.

· The proposed actions are not likely to involve highly uncertain impacts or unique or unknown risks, nor are they precedent setting actions or are they part of a larger proposal.  Furthermore, all activities will be conducted in compliance with all applicable local and federal regulations.  The NPS will pursue consultation with appropriate regulatory agencies for relevant permitting requirements.  Stormwater management and sediment and erosion control plans for the project will be reviewed by the appropriate regulatory agency in Virginia to determine any permit requirements.  The preferred alternative is subject to further refinements and implementation of any additional mitigation, as may be suggested by the reviewing agencies.

Based on evaluation of the criteria for significant impact outlined in NPS Director’s Order 12, the selected Alternative C1 was determined not to require an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).
OTHER ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

In addition to the preferred Alternative C1, other alternatives considered for the proposed action include:

Alternative A-No Action: Maintain Current Management and Existing Conditions

Alternative B- Improve Overlooks 1 and 2, and Fisherman's Eddy Access 

· Existing Overlooks 1 and 2 and their approach walkways would be rehabilitated making them accessible for all visitors.
· The river area between Overlooks 1 and 2 (also called Fisherman's Eddy) that is used by kayakers, rafters, and anglers, would be provided with riprap or a rock retaining structure to stabilize the shore.  However, further studies would be required to address engineering needs, resource protection, and safety concerns before project improvements would be implemented in this area.  Note that an engineering study to address resource protection and safety concerns has been started by the park’s engineer and is in preliminary stages.  
· Access to the area behind the visitor center adjacent to the falls would be discouraged by use of fences, and no new overlooks or trails would be developed in that area.  
Alternative C- Improve Overlooks 1 and 2, Fisherman's Eddy Access, and Construct Shade Tree-Jetty Loop Trail and Overlooks

· Existing Overlooks 1 and 2 would be rehabilitated as described in Alternative B.
· The area between the overlooks including the Fisherman's Eddy access would be stabilized and revegetated, and further studies would be required as described in Alternative B.

· The area behind the visitor center adjacent to the falls would have a loop trail/boardwalk constructed to provide safe access in this area.  Trailhead kiosks would orient visitors, and impart interpretive and safety information.  

· New overlooks in the Shade Tree/Jetty area would be constructed to provide scenic views of the river and falls, and benches would also be added.  The trail to these new overlooks would include sections of elevated walkway to meet accessibility requirements and to avoid sensitive resource areas.  Handrails, areas of stone wall, fencing, signs, and other landscaping elements would help to clearly define the trail for visitors and discourage off-trail use.

ENVIRONMENTALLY PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE

“Environmentally preferred” is defined as "the alternative that will promote the national environmental policy as expressed in Section 101 of NEPA.  Ordinarily, this means the alternative that causes the least damage to the biological and physical environment; it also means the alternative which best protects, preserves, and enhances historic, cultural, and natural resources" (Forty Most Asked Questions Concerning Council on Environmental Quality’s National Environmental Policy Act Regulations, 1981).
The goals characterizing the environmentally preferred condition are described in Section 101 of NEPA which states that "…it is the continuing responsibility of the Federal Government to … (1) fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding generations; (2) assure for all Americans safe, healthful, productive, and aesthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings; (3) attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk to health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences; (4) preserve important historic, cultural, and natural aspects of our national heritage, and maintain, wherever possible, an environment which supports diversity, and variety of individual choice; (5) achieve a balance between population and resource use which will permit high standards of living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities; and (6) enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling of depletable resources." The environmentally preferred alternative for the Improvements to Trails and Overlooks at Great Falls Park, Virginia is based on these national environmental policy goals.

The National Park Service has determined that the environmentally preferable alternative is Alternative C1, as it realizes the provisions of NEPA Section 101.  Alternative C1 will protect and enhance natural and cultural resources by directing visitor use patterns and minimizing development of new social trails.  These actions will further the goals of NEPA Section 101 by attaining the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, and by preserving important resources such as the Patowmack Canal and rare plant species while providing safe access to and aesthetically pleasing views of the Potomac River and Gorge.
While many of the actions in the other alternatives may be similar to Alternative C1 in their effect and consequence, Alternative C1 provides a high level of protection of natural and cultural resources while attaining the widest range of neutral and beneficial uses of the environment without degradation; maintains safe visitor access to a variety of views of the Potomac River and Gorge; and integrates resource protection with opportunities for an appropriate range of visitor uses.  Unlike the other alternatives, Alternative C1 requires no additional studies to be implemented.

CONSULTATION
As indicated in the Decision section of this document, a number of public agencies were consulted including representatives of U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation-Division of Natural Heritage, Virginia State Historic Preservation Officer, and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Norfolk District.

The NPS prepared an EA for this project, which was available for public review for approximately 30 days.  Notices of availability of the EA were published on November 5, 2001, in the Federal Register and in local newspapers announcing a 30-day public review and comment period.  Copies of the EA were made available at three regional Libraries (Great Falls Library, Dolly Madison Library and Fairfax City Regional Library), at the Great Falls Park Visitor Center, and at the George Washington Memorial Parkway Headquarters at Turkey Run Park.  A total of 6 comments were received during the 30-day public comment period from park user groups and neighboring government agencies.  All supported the park in the preferred alternative and most recommended that further study be done to improve the Fisherman's Eddy Access.  The primary substantive comment came from the Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, Division of Natural Heritage, regarding the concern for impacts to rare plants.  They specifically expressed concern, as indicated in the Decision section of this document, about impacts of the preferred alternative on sticky goldenrod (Solidago racemosa), a state listed (S1) species.  

OTHER RELATED NPS STUDIES

In recent years, the NPS has performed a range of studies at Great Falls Park in association with various NPS activities.  In 1999, the NPS completed an EA (which resulted in a FONSI), which analyzed a portion of the selected action presented in this EA.  In the 1999 EA/Restoration Plan for the Colonial Pipeline Oil Spill, Reston, Virginia, the rehabilitation of Scenic Overlook 2 at Great Falls Park was considered as part of the compensation for damages to the park’s resources as a result of the 1993 oil spill.

IMPAIRMENT 

The NPS may not allow the impairment of park resources and values unless directly and specifically provided for by legislation or by the proclamation establishing the park.  According to NPS Management Policies 2001, impairment that is prohibited by the NPS Organic Act of 1916 and the General Authorities Act of 1970 is an impact that, in the professional judgment of the responsible NPS manager, would harm the integrity of park resources or values, including the opportunities that otherwise would be present for the enjoyment of those resources or values. 

This policy, however, does not prohibit impacts to park resources and values.  The NPS has the discretion to allow impacts to park resources and values when necessary and appropriate to fulfill the purposes of a park, so long as the impacts do not constitute impairment.  Moreover, an impact is less likely to constitute impairment if it is an unavoidable result of an action necessary to preserve or restore the integrity of park resources or values.  In determining whether impairment may occur, park managers consider the duration, severity, and magnitude of the impact; the resources and values affected; and direct, indirect, and cumulative effects of the action.

As a result of damage from the 1996 floods, trails and walkways in the affected area of Great Falls Park became less clearly defined.  Accordingly, many new social trails have developed and park visitors have inadvertently caused damage to the stonework of the Patowmack Canal and to vegetation communities including rare and uncommon plants when wandering through this high visitor use area.  While the park contains great natural beauty and outstanding opportunities for recreation and education, the rocky shoreline and dangerous waters of the Potomac River also present significant hazards that require caution and the exercise of good judgment to be safely enjoyed.  The hazardous cliffs and shoreline above the turbulent and fast moving waters are easily accessible by a diverse urban population, many of whom may not fully appreciate the need for caution or the consequences of a slip or fall from the cliffs into the river.  The NPS provides safety information in the form of signs, brochures, handouts, and bulletin boards.  In addition, park rangers include a safety message in all interpretive programs, and proactively address visitor safety issues through roving patrols intended to educate visitors about potential hazards.  While the vast majority of visitors safely enjoy the area, serious incidents have occurred, and drownings have resulted when visitors fell or slipped into the river and were swept over the falls. 

Finally, the two developed overlooks that provide scenic views from vantage points below the falls were constructed several decades ago and are both in deteriorating condition and aesthetically incompatible with the natural surroundings.  The overlooks present a stark contrast to new aesthetically pleasing overlooks built for the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal National Historic Park on the opposite side of the Potomac River.  Visitors to either park can readily perceive the discrepancy in overlook appearance as they gaze across the river. 
I, as the Superintendent of the George Washington Memorial Parkway, including Great Falls Park, have determined that implementation of Alternative C1 will not constitute an impairment to the resources and values of Great Falls Park and will not violate the National Park Service Organic Act.  This conclusion is based on a thorough analysis of the environmental impacts described in the EA, the comments received during the public comment period, relevant scientific studies, and the professional judgment of the decision-maker guided by the direction in Section 1.4 of NPS Management Policies.  Implementation of the preferred alternative will not result in major, adverse impacts to a resource or value whose conservation is (1) necessary to fulfill specific purposes identified in the establishing legislation or proclamation of Great Falls Park; (2) key to the natural or cultural integrity or to opportunities for enjoyment of Great Falls Park; or (3) identified as a goal in the park’s general management plan or other relevant NPS planning documents. 

FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT

In making its decision, the NPS considered the information and analysis contained in the EA and other information as summarized or provided in this document, including comments received during the public comment period.  This evaluation takes into account applicable law, regulation, and NPS guidance.  As contained in the EA, the NPS considered Alternative C1, the preferred alternative, using the criteria of 40 CFR Section 1508.27.  On this basis, the NPS determines that the preferred alternative for the Improvements to Trails and Overlooks at Great Falls Park, Virginia, does not constitute a major Federal action significantly affecting the quality of the human environment, and that an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) will not be prepared.
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