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Summary 

During fiscal year (FY) 2010, Pacific Northwest National Laboratory (PNNL) Environmental 
Protection and Regulatory Programs Division (before March 1, 2011 known as the Environmental 
Management Services Department) staff performed a number of activities as part of PNNL’s National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) compliance program.  These activities helped to verify 
U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) Pacific Northwest Site Office (PNSO) and Richland Operations Office 
(RL) compliance with NEPA requirements and streamline the NEPA process for federal activities 
conducted at PNNL.   

Self-assessments were performed to address NEPA compliance and cultural and biological resource 
protection.  The NEPA self-assessments focused on implementation within the PNNL Energy and 
Environment Directorate and routine maintenance activities conducted during the previous calendar year.  
The cultural and biological resource self-assessments were conducted in accordance with the PNSO 
Cultural and Biological Resources Management Plan, which specifies annual monitoring of important 
resources to assess and document the status of the resources and the associated protective mechanisms in 
place to protect sensitive resources.   
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Acronyms and Abbreviations 

ARPA-E Advanced Research Projects Agency–Energy  
ARRA American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 

BPA Bonneville Power Administration 
CX categorical exclusion 
CY calendar year 
DOE U.S. Department of Energy 
DOE-RL U.S. Department of Energy Richland Operations Office 
EA environmental assessment 
Ecology Washington State Department of Ecology 
ECR environmental compliance representative 
EPR Electronic Prep & Risk 
ES&H Environment, Safety, and Health 
FMP facility modification permit 
FY fiscal year 
GPS Global Positioning System 
HDI How Do I 
ISO International Organization for Standardization 
NEPA National Environmental Policy Act of 1969, as amended 
NETL National Energy Technology Laboratory 
ORP U.S. Department of Energy Office of River Protection 
PNNL Pacific Northwest National Laboratory 
PNSO U.S. Department of Energy, Pacific Northwest Site Office 
ROD Record of Decision 
SEPA State Environmental Policy Act 
SME subject matter expert 
USFWS U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
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1.1 

1.0 Introduction 

During fiscal year (FY) 2010, staff of the Pacific Northwest National Laboratory (PNNL) 
Environmental Protection and Regulatory Programs Division1  performed a number of activities as part of 
the PNNL program for compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), as 
amended.  These activities helped to verify compliance by the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) Pacific 
Northwest Site Office (PNSO), Richland Operations Office (RL), and Office of River Protection (ORP) 
with NEPA requirements and streamline the NEPA process for federal activities conducted at PNNL.  In 
addition, self-assessments were performed to address NEPA compliance and cultural and biological 
resource protection.  The NEPA self-assessments focused on implementation within the PNNL Energy 
and Environment Directorate and routine maintenance activities conducted during the previous calendar 
year.   

This annual report documents the work of PNNL NEPA staff from October 1, 2009, through 
September 30, 2010.  In Section 2, the details of staff operations are presented.  Section 3 provides the 
performance metrics.  Conclusions drawn based on the fiscal year’s work are provided in Section 4.  
Sources cited in the text are listed in Section 5.  The Appendix reproduces the PNNL memorandum 
documenting a NEPA self-assessment of routine maintenance activities performed at PNNL during 
calendar year 2009. 

 

 

                                                      
1 Before March 1, 2011, this division was known as the Environmental Management Services Department. 





 

2.1 

2.0 Operations 

2.1 Project-Specific Documents 

During FY 2010, PNNL NEPA staff prepared or supported the preparation of 48 DOE National 
Energy Technology Laboratory (NETL) environmental checklists, 6 Advanced Research Projects 
Agency–Energy (ARPA-E) environmental checklists, 1 State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) checklist, 
3 project-specific categorical exclusions (CXs), and 2 environmental assessments (EAs).   

1. NEPA compliance staff continued to play a highly visible role as American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) funding was disbursed at PNNL and at our partner 
organizations.  NEPA staff supported environmental compliance representatives (ECRs), project 
staff, partner organizations, and PNSO staff to comply with the unprecedented NEPA reporting 
requirements that accompanied ARRA funding.  The following projects used ARRA funding and 
required NEPA reviews in FY 2010: 

 NEPA staff supported the Battelle SmartGrid award from NETL.  PNNL NEPA staff 
developed 12 NEPA environmental checklists for partner organizations, which involved 
working directly with electric power organizations from five northwestern states.  Based on 
these checklists, NETL required two EAs (one prepared by a NETL contractor, one prepared 
by the Department of Commerce and adopted by DOE).  NEPA staff coordinated the 
development and review of these EAs.  The other proposals required a total of 12 CXs 
(several partners had multiple proposals).  

 A NETL checklist was prepared for a proposal to use a solvent to capture CO2 from coal-
fired power plants. 

 NEPA checklists were prepared for six Building Energy Efficiency Through Innovative 
Thermodevices proposals through ARPA-E, operated by the DOE Office of Energy 
Efficiency and Renewable Energy.  Several of these checklists also addressed partner 
activities, requiring extensive interaction with offsite partners.  All checklists led to approved 
CXs. 

 NEPA staff worked with the PNNL project lead of an algal biofuels consortium to develop a 
unique Microsoft® Excel matrix of environmental information and impacts for submittal to 
NETL.  This effort used the Excel matrix format instead of the usual NETL environmental 
checklist because of the complicated nature of the proposal.  There were 34 partners, located 
across the United States, involved in all aspects of algal fuel production, including 
researching appropriate algal feedstocks, developing growth facilities, processing 
optimization of algal energy conversion, genetically adapting algae for optimum hydrocarbon 
production, and gasifying algae remnants (after lipid extraction) to produce methane. 

 A NETL environmental checklist was prepared for a project to develop a context-aware 
adaptive home energy manager.  The goals of the project were to manage, monitor, and 
recommend better modes of operations for on-demand home appliances and support and to 
analyze the performance of the home energy manager pilot deployment. 



 

2.2 

2. A SEPA checklist was prepared for the Big Sky Regional Carbon Partnership/Battelle–Pacific 
Northwest Division.  This SEPA checklist was developed to address potential environmental 
impacts associated with a proposal for a CO2 sequestration test to be conducted at the Boise 
White Paper, LLC, industrial site in western Walla Walla County.  Working with a very short 
development period, the checklist was submitted to the Washington Department of Ecology on 
July 2, 2010.  Ecology comments on the checklist were received on August 3, and a revised 
checklist and formal responses to comments were submitted 3 days later.  During a 
teleconference held on August 25, 2010, Ecology asked for additional minor changes to the 
checklist, and the revision was submitted 2 days later on August 27.  On October 15, 2010, based 
in part on the SEPA checklist, Ecology issued the first Washington State injection permit for a 
CO2 sequestration project in a continental flood basalt formation. 

3. A NEPA CX was issued on September 29, 2010, for a proposal to conduct monitoring of uranium 
in groundwater north of the 300 Area.  The objective was to deploy and test an instrument that 
can perform near real-time, fully autonomous measurements of uranium in contaminated 
groundwater plumes.  Because the field site is located near the Columbia River, cultural and 
biological resource reviews were obtained for the proposal. 

4. The Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) funds a number of PNNL natural resource and 
energy projects.  To support these research activities, PNNL NEPA staff have developed contacts 
with the BPA Environmental Policy and Strategic Planning staff in Portland, Oregon.  This 
coordination verifies that PNSO and BPA NEPA compliance are integrated without duplication 
for BPA-funded research projects performed by PNNL.  During FY 2010, NEPA review for the 
following projects was coordinated with BPA:  

 BPA Backup Scheduling Facility – a proposal to use the Electricity Infrastructure Operations 
Center in the Math Building; Electronic Prep & Risk (EPR) 60368 

 Channel Maintenance – a project to expand the evaluation area for sediment disposal (from 
channel dredging) to include all reservoirs in the Lower Snake River corridor; EPR 58895. 

2.2 Sitewide Categorical Exclusions 

For the first time since 1996, no new sitewide CXs were developed.  Even so, sitewide CXs continue 
to represent an effective and necessary means to address activities that 1) clearly fit within a class of 
actions that DOE has determined do not individually or cumulatively have a significant effect on the 
environment, 2) do not possess extraordinary circumstances that may affect the environment, and 3) are 
not ―connected‖ to other actions with potentially significant impacts.  As the need for additional sitewide 
CXs is identified, PNNL NEPA staff will work with the PNSO NEPA specialist to develop them.  

2.3 Hanford NEPA Meetings 

PNNL NEPA staff have participated regularly in the Hanford Site DOE and contractor NEPA 
meetings, where subject matter experts (SMEs) discuss innovative methods of compliance, current 
concerns, and development of procedures and sitewide documents, and work together to develop 
effective methods of streamlined compliance. 
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2.4 New Hanford NEPA Procedures; PNNL NEPA Clearance Form 

During FY 2010, the Hanford NEPA Compliance Officer developed formal procedures for NEPA 
compliance for DOE-RL and DOE-ORP.  The first procedure developed was the NEPA Quality 
Assurance Plan, which applies to all activities performed under the Hanford Site NEPA compliance 
program.  The second procedure provides instructions, direction, and guidance for undertaking NEPA 
reviews; establishes a review screening process; and requires contractors to develop and submit a NEPA 
review screening form for all activities that involve DOE-RL or DOE-ORP funding or use Hanford Site 
facilities or real property.  After DOE approval, in accordance with President Obama’s transparency 
initiative, NEPA review screening forms are posted on a web page accessible to the public for review and 
information.   

Before posting to the web page, contractors are responsible for verifying that the information in the 
NEPA review screening form is suitable for public review.  Therefore, an approved information clearance 
form must accompany the draft form.  Working with the PNNL Information Release Office and Legal 
staff, PNNL NEPA staff developed a PNNL NEPA Program clearance form to serve this purpose. 

2.5 Requirements Management Records of Decision 

PNNL is implementing a new ―How Do I‖ (HDI) system for delivering concise and easy-to-
understand processes to help staff conduct work in accordance with PNNL requirements.  

The first step to implement HDI requirements analysis involves development of new Records of 
Decision (RODs).  In FY 2010, a number of RODs that document how NEPA requirements are 
implemented at PNNL were finalized.  During the next fiscal year, the remaining RODs, addressing 
SEPA, cultural, and biological resource protection, will be completed.  The cultural and biological 
resource protection RODs will be updated in coordination with cultural and biological resources SMEs.   

2.6 Integration of NEPA Compliance with the Electronic Prep and 
Risk System 

PNNL NEPA staff continue to rely on the EPR system to perform and document NEPA reviews for 
experimental research projects and DOE capital-funded building construction and modification projects.  
The PNNL NEPA SME, representing the Environmental Protection and Regulatory Programs Division, is 
a member of the EPR steering committee, which is tasked with supporting optimal performance of the 
EPR content and process.   

This FY, the environmental compliance information in the EPR was revised.  The revisions included 
updates to the questions addressing historic resources, waste management, pollution prevention, and air 
emissions.  These updates all help the ECRs perform their environmental reviews, including the NEPA 
review. 

The EPR and NEPA reviews are also an integral component of PNNL’s identification of 
environmental aspects and impacts to support ISO 14001:2004, the International Organization for 
Standardization (ISO) environmental management systems standard.  
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2.7 NEPA Training/Updates 

Within a short time of assuming their positions, all staff who support the NEPA compliance program 
at PNNL must complete the NEPA training course, which consists of a reading assignment.  The PNNL 
Enterprise Learning organization maintains the training records. 

To maintain an adequate knowledge base, the PNNL NEPA SME monitors the NEPA, cultural, and 
biological resource regulatory environment on a daily basis through the use of an e-subscription to a 
commercial cyber regulations service.  In addition, the DOE NEPA and SEPA web pages are accessed 
regularly.  In particular, the quarterly DOE NEPA Lessons Learned reports are often helpful. 

2.8 PNNL NEPA Internal Procedures and Subject Area 

The ECR-01 and ECR-02 internal procedures are the primary internal procedures that address NEPA 
compliance.   

The ECR-01 procedure, which addresses the environmental review of EPRs, was updated in FY 2010 
to include Start Clean–Stay Clean principles, Hanford Site access procedures, State of Washington joint 
aquatic resource permit applications, and references to the new PNNL facilities.   

The ECR-02 procedure, which addresses the environmental reviews of facility modification permits, 
was updated to include Start Clean–Stay Clean principles, revised forms, and updated descriptions of 
current work procedures. 

The NEPA and Cultural and Ecological Resource Reviews subject area was not updated in FY 2010.  
It is expected to migrate to an HDI Workflow in the next fiscal year. 

2.9 SEPA and Greenhouse Gases 

The State of Washington is developing guidance on how to address greenhouse gas emissions within 
the SEPA checklist.  The guidance will provide 1) advice on how the existing SEPA checklist can be used 
to identify and disclose greenhouse gas emissions, 2) links to tools that can be used to estimate emissions, 
3) possible ways that emissions can be voluntarily reduced, 4) information on state laws that require some 
level of emission reduction or mitigation, and 5) examples of SEPA analyses that have included 
greenhouse gas emission evaluations.  The draft guidance is out for public review; the comment period 
ended on November 17, 2010.  Once implemented, this change can be expected to result in additional 
analyses for submittal of SEPA checklists. 

2.10 Washington State Proposal to Establish Aquatic Reserve 

On September 15, 2010, the Washington Department of Natural Resources proposed to adopt the 
Protection Island Aquatic Reserve Management Plan and designate an aquatic reserve in the Strait of Juan 
de Fuca.  The PNNL Marine Sciences Laboratory in Sequim essentially borders the proposed reserve, and 
there were concerns about the effect of the aquatic reserve on the Laboratory’s operations and research.  
The NEPA SME coordinated an integrated response within the designated public comment time limits, 
provided the state with information about the research conducted by the Laboratory, volunteered the 
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Marine Sciences Laboratory director for membership on the Aquatic Reserve Implementation Committee, 
and invited the Washington Department of Natural Resources staff to visit the Laboratory.  The 
Washington Aquatic Reserves program manager, Kyle C. Murphy, appeared appreciative of the input and 
contacts.  The Battelle comment letter was one of two comments addressed directly in the SEPA Notice 
of Final Determination, and provisions were made for the commissioner of the Department of Natural 
Resources to visit the Marine Sciences Laboratory. 

2.11 Noxious Weed Control on the PNNL Site 

Several species of noxious weeds, including Russian knapweed (Acroptilon repens), rush 
skeletonweed (Chondrilla juncea), yellow star-thistle (Centaurea solstitialis), and diffuse knapweed 
(Centaurea diffusa) were identified on the PNNL Site in 2009.  In April 2010, a coordinated effort 
involving staff from several PNNL groups (ecology, environmental services, and facilities) mapped the 
primary weed populations and determined to implement herbicide hand-spraying using backpack sprayers 
on the largest groupings of rush skeletonweed and yellow star-thistle.  This treatment was intended to 
significantly knock down the population and reduce seed production.  A literature search is being 
conducted on the best way to control and eradicate a large stand of Russian knapweed, which is more 
extensive and less responsive to some herbicides.  

During each spray event, NEPA and biological resource staff accompanied the licensed sprayers to 
confirm species identities.  Cultural resource staff accompanied the sprayers when activities were located 
near the Columbia River or within another zone of cultural significance.  The tribes were informed 
beforehand of the activity and were invited to attend each event.  Unfortunately, it was difficult to provide 
very early advance notice, as spraying was limited to early-morning periods (often on weekends) when 
temperatures and winds were within specific ranges, which resulted in several cancelled spray events 
when atmospheric conditions were not appropriate for application.  

Although the multiple spray events in FY 2010 appear to have knocked down much of the rush 
skeletonweed and some of the yellow star-thistle, additional spraying will be required in future years.  
Many of the noxious weeds appear to be located in broad strips bordering the submarine reactor road, 
possibly indicating that use of this road (and the extensive preliminary road spraying with water that is 
conducted before each use) might be a potential recurring noxious weed seed source. 

2.12 Battelle Environmental Forum 

Battelle has instituted the Environment, Safety, and Health (ES&H) Community of Practice across the 
DOE sites where Battelle has a presence.  The Community of Practice is intended to share management 
practices and tools, identify and document best practices, share learning, and exchange experiences.  The 
intent is to learn about and consider implementing the best environmental compliance practices from 
around the country.  The NEPA SME participated in several Battelle teleconferences when the focus of 
the discussion was on various aspects of NEPA compliance at DOE sites.  These teleconferences were 
followed up with additional interaction with a subset of participants.    



 

2.6 

2.13 Contractor Environment, Safety, and Health Plan Updates 

PNNL NEPA staff took the lead to provide updates to the environmental portions of the PNNL 
Contractor ES&H Plan and to develop a new general contract provision for all PNNL contractors that 
addresses the protection of cultural and biological resources.  The effort was coordinated with a number 
of environmental SMEs and ECRs so that accurate and up-to-date information was provided to update the 
environmental chapter of the Contractor ES&H Plan.  The revision resulted in substantial updates 
throughout, refocused the chapter on environmental issues, and deleted out-of-date requirements. 

 



 

3.1 

3.0 Performance Metrics 

3.1 Number of Reviews 

Environmental compliance representatives and PNNL NEPA staff conducted 1,933 NEPA reviews 
during FY 2010 for research and support activities (1,553 EPR reviews, 317 user proposals for the 
Environmental and Molecular Sciences Laboratory, and 63 facility-modification permits).  NEPA staff 
reviewed each EPR review in a one-over-one manner to verify that potential project environmental 
impacts were adequately considered and NEPA (and as appropriate, SEPA) coverage was correctly 
applied.  In nearly every case, activities were adequately addressed in previously approved NEPA 
documentation, such as CXs, environmental assessments, environmental impact statements, and 
supplement analyses.  When there was no adequate previously approved documentation, PNNL staff 
prepared project-specific or programmatic reviews for approval by DOE. 

For the past 10 years, a report has been available to NEPA reviewers that identifies when a project 
manager re-signs an EPR form, which is usually an indication that the project scope has changed.  This 
report helps to address the problem of ―scope creep‖ for projects with multi-year funding.  However, 
because NEPA reviews can occur several times per year for a single project (whenever a project manager 
re-signs the EPR), it should be noted that the number of NEPA reviews does not correlate directly with 
the number of experimental projects at PNNL. 

3.2 Self-Assessments 

Four self-assessments were performed during FY 2010, including two NEPA self-assessments and 
one each for cultural and biological resource protection. 

1. A NEPA self-assessment was conducted on August 11, 2010, in accordance with the EMSD-
ADMIN-001 Self-Assessment Procedure, with participation and support from the PNSO NEPA 
specialist.  The self-assessment focused on NEPA reviews performed by one of the ECRs for the 
Energy and Environment Directorate.  The overall level of NEPA compliance knowledge, 
judgment, and application was more than satisfactory.  Several suggestions to improve the PNNL 
NEPA program were made and are being evaluated for implementation.     

2. A NEPA self-assessment of PNNL routine maintenance activities conducted during calendar year 
2009 was completed on March 29, 2010.  This form of review is conducted on an annual basis 
because usually more than 15,000 routine maintenance activities are conducted annually, and 
maintenance activities are typically conducted with little specialized Facilities and Operations 
planning support or environmental review support.  The NEPA staff reviews a randomly 
generated statistical subset of maintenance actions to confirm that maintenance activities 1) do 
not involve significant environmental impacts; 2) are limited in scope, cost, and duration; and 3) 
are adequately addressed under existing NEPA reviews.  The activities are reviewed also to detect 
trends that might indicate that a more intensive and directed review should be conducted.  The 
latest assessment reviewed 414 randomly selected projects, representing about 2.5 percent of the 
total maintenance projects performed in 2009 (see Appendix). 
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Self-assessments for cultural and biological resource protection were performed for the 
undeveloped portions of the PNNL Site.  These surveys are required under the Pacific Northwest 

Site Office Cultural and Biological Resources Management Plan (PNSO 2008), which specifies 
annual monitoring of important resources to assess and document the status of the resources and 
the associated protective mechanisms.  Both self-assessments for 2010 were provided to PNSO. 

3. A cultural resource review was conducted on October 14, 2010.  Three sensitive cultural resource 
areas were monitored for natural (erosional) and man-made impacts—a precontact cemetery with 
historic component (45BN1426), precontact village site with historic component (45BN028/104), 
and precontact open camp/village site (45BN105).  During the monitoring effort, site conditions 
were documented with Global Positioning System (GPS) technology, photographs, and field 
notes.  During every annual monitoring effort, reviewers have taken overview photographs at a 
number of specific locations and aspects using GPS points.  The resulting data support a 
comparison of current photographs with earlier photos, allowing the identification of changes due 
to erosional aspects, human intrusion, or other habitat alteration.  In addition, GPS points and 
photographs were taken to identify archaeological or historic features of note, diagnostic artifacts, 
and stone tool locations.  Several tribal representatives participated, including staff from the 
Wanapum, Confederated Tribes and Bands of the Yakama Nation, Nez Perce Tribe, and 
Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation. 

4. A biological resource survey was issued in February 2011.  Fieldwork occurred during the 
months of active plant growth—April, June, and July 2010—and consisted of pedestrian surveys 
to observe and document the vegetation and wildlife.  During June, an early morning survey was 
also conducted in the riparian zone to document breeding birds.  In early July, a PNNL biologist 
noticed that a major portion of the stockpiled soil at the Physical Sciences Facility construction 
site had been removed for landscaping, which resulted in the partial destruction of the bank 
swallow habitat within the stockpiled soil.  As a result, on July 8, 2010, PNNL self-reported the 
event to the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (USFWS).  The issue is part of an ongoing USFWS 
investigation. 
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4.0 Conclusions 

The EPR system continues to be fine-tuned—a balance must be maintained between obtaining 
necessary information for reviewers and timely ease of completion by research staff.  NEPA staff 
continue to educate research staff about helpful features of the EPR, such as the capability of copying 
EPRs and attaching files, as well as the importance of providing detailed project information in the EPR.   

The federal ARRA funding program this year continued to result in an unprecedented level of 
required NEPA compliance reviews.  The $88 million SmartGrid project, awarded this year with Battelle 
in the lead, required a significant level of NEPA staff time and effort. 

PNNL has strengthened the environmental compliance requirements for subcontractors through 
significant updates to the Contractor ES&H Plan and the development of a new general contract provision 
that addresses protection of cultural and biological resources. 

PNNL has made a good start at controlling noxious weeds on the undeveloped portion of the PNNL 
Site.  Although the multiple herbicide spray events in FY 2010 appear to have knocked down much of the 
rush skeletonweed and some of the yellow star-thistle, additional spraying will be required in future years. 

Several self-assessments were completed this year, including the cultural and biological resource self-
assessments, which were completed in accordance with the Pacific Northwest Site Office Cultural and 

Biological Resources Management Plan (PNSO 2008).  The plan specifies annual monitoring of 
important resources to assess and document the status of the resources and the associated protective 
mechanisms.  

A total of 1,933 NEPA reviews were performed during FY 2010 by PNNL ECRs and NEPA staff.  
PNNL activities were largely addressed by two avenues of NEPA documentation:  1) previously approved 
environmental assessments and environmental impact statements and 2) previously approved sitewide and 
programmatic CXs.  In particular, the application of sitewide and programmatic CXs is enormously 
valuable for maintaining NEPA compliance by PNNL research and facility-modification activities.  In 
addition, because DOE increasingly emphasizes cooperative research efforts with other federal agencies, 
private companies, and consortia, it is important that sitewide and programmatic NEPA analyses remain 
available for timely NEPA reviews for both onsite and offsite activities. 
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