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OUR MISSION:
Through our dedication to 
protecting and preserving 
non-renewable cultural 
resources, Quality Services, 
Inc. (QSI) provides 
innovative solutions that are 
cost effective, timely and 
tailored to each client and 
project.

As our name indicates, 
Quality Services, Inc. 
products are of the highest 
caliber due to our experience, 
knowledge, and thorough 
comprehension of federal, 
state, and local requirements.  

Our excellent working 
relationships with tribal 
organizations, government 
agencies, State Historic 
Preservation Offices and other 
regulatory bodies is key to 
our success in meeting and 
exceeding the needs of our 
clients.
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JANUARY 2019 PROJECT INSIGHT:  What is NEPA? 
 By Jeffrey D. Larson, MSc., RPA, Principal Investigator, Archeology & History
NEPA/CEQA Coordinator
   During the 1960s, rapid industrialization, population growth, and increased pollution 
throughout the United States contributed to a rise in public awareness and appreciation 
for the environment.  Public protests of construction projects, such as highways, and pub-
lic reactions to events such as the Santa Barbara oil spill in 1969 encouraged Congress to 
sign into law the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) on January 1, 1970.
   Often, NEPA is misunderstood as the National Environmental Protection Act imply-
ing that its intent is to protect the environment; however, NEPA’s main purpose was to 
require federal agencies to consider environmental impacts of their actions and decisions.  
It does not require federal agencies to protect the environment.  NEPA has a number of 
basic purposes: a desire in its goals to maintain conditions in which man and nature can 
co-exist in productive harmony; a desire for early public involvement in government de-
cision-making; and a desire for complete disclosure of the environmental consequences 
of any proposed action before a decision is made that will affect our environment.
   Most federal agencies are required to follow the requirements of NEPA.  When a 
private, state, local, or other entity plans an undertaking that requires federal approval, 
permitting, and/or funding, NEPA requirements still apply.  These requirements are often 
fulfilled by the federal agency, the entity seeking approval, permitting, or funding, and/or  
consultants such as Quality Services, Inc., or a combination of all the above.
   NEPA does not apply to all federal entities though.  It does not apply to Congress, the 
President, or federal courts as they are not technically a “federal agency”.  Additionally, 
actions by certain federal agencies which are considered equivalent to NEPA or protec-
tive of the environment are exempt from NEPA.  For example, the U.S. Fish & Wildlife 
Service can list a new endangered species under the Endangered Species Act without 
NEPA since it is considered to be an action that has predominately positive effects for the 
environment. 
   One key to understanding NEPA is to recognize 
that it is a procedural law meaning it does not require 
or dictate an outcome.  It only requires the federal 
agency to go through the process of identifying and 
disclosing potential environmental impacts.  NEPA 
also encompasses several substantive laws, commonly 
referred to as the NEPA umbrella, which includes the 
National Historic Preservation Act, Clean Water Act, 
Endangered Species Act, and executive orders on wet-
lands, floodplains, and environmental justice.  
   All of these laws have their own complexities which 
often require consultants and individuals with spe-
cialized training to conduct compliance reviews for 
proposed federal actions.   
   (continued on page 2)



In The Spotlight:
   Matt Johnson joined the QSI team in October 2018 as a GIS Specialist. He is originally 
from Sioux Falls, SD, and received his Bachelor of Science in Geology with a minor in 
Geospatial Technologies at the South Dakota School of Mines and Technology. Matt has 
experience mapping and fighting multiple wildfires for the South Dakota Wildland Fire 
Division. 
   Matt has also utilized his geologic knowledge exploring and engaging in geologic in-
terpretation in Rushmore Cave in the Black Hills, and enjoys caving, hiking, and work-
ing on his novel.  He enjoys the variety of work he does at Quality Services, Inc., and the 
wealth of history he is able to explore every day.
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   Under NEPA, there are three classes of action.  Each class of action has different require-
ments which can vary from agency to agency.  Most agencies have established that certain 
types of projects are categorically excluded from more intensive environmental review and 
documentation.  These are known as Categorical Exclusions (CE or CatEx). CEs sometimes 
have environmental documentation prepared.  These types of projects are normally those 
with little or no environmental impacts, such as burying fiberoptic cables in pre-disturbed 
road right-of-ways or land transfers where no or minimal change in use is reasonably 
foreseeable.  It is important to note that what is considered a CE for one agency may not be 
considered a CE for another agency.  Furthermore, most agencies consider extraordinary 
circumstances which may elevate a CE to a greater level of environmental review.  A CE is 
typically only applicable if there is no potential for significant environmental impacts.
   The next level of environmental review is the Environmental Assessment (EA).  An EA 
is commonly used for projects which have the potential to significantly impact the environ-
ment, but this potential is not known or is unclear; therefore, environmental research and 
documentation is required to determine if impacts are significant.  If significant impacts are 
expected or confirmed through research for the EA, an Environmental Impact Statement 
(EIS) is prepared to disclose significant environmental impacts.  
   NEPA requires seven things from federal agencies: purpose and need, alternatives, impacts, mitigation, public involve-
ment, interagency coordination, and documentation.  Federal agencies must first identify the purpose, or the objective they 
wish to obtain, and the need, or the problem they are seeking to address, in order to proceed with the NEPA process.  This 
is essential because all alternatives, impact analysis, and mitigation need to proceed with the purpose and need in mind.
   Public involvement is another one of the seven crucial elements to NEPA.  The general public, particularly those living 
or working near a federal undertaking, can often provide valuable information about resources which need to be protected.  
They can also provide support or opposition to a project which can result in continuing the project as planned or modify-
ing a project proposal to gain more support.
   NEPA has become a key factor in federal decision-making since it originated in 1970.  Though NEPA compliance has its 
complexities, federal agencies, project proponents, and consultants such as Quality Services, Inc. work cooperatively to 
achieve project goals while ensuring our natural and cultural resources are available for future generations to enjoy.
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