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Facilities Development Manual Wisconsin Department of Transportation

Chapter 20 Environmental Documents, Reports and Permits 
Section 15 Environmental Document Types 

FDM 20-15-1 Environmental Document Types November 17, 2020 

1.1 Environmental Documents 
The regulations promulgated by the CEQ (40 CFR 1501) and FHWA (23 CFR 771.115) identify three 
environmental (3) classes of action which prescribe the level of documentation required in the NEPA process. 
These levels are also utilized for actions defined by WEPA for transportation projects. 

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/code/admin_code/trans/400 

1. Environmental Impact Statements (EISs) are prepared for actions that significantly affect the 
environment. See FDM 20-30 for a full discussion of the EIS process.

2. Categorical Exclusions (CEs) are prepared for actions that FHWA has determined do not individually 
or cumulatively have a significant environmental effect and are excluded from the requirement to 
prepare an Environmental Assessment (EA) or EIS. A specific list of CEs requiring minimal 
documentation is set forth in 23 CFR 771.117(c). When appropriately documented, additional projects 
may also qualify as CEs pursuant to Sec. 771.117(d). In addition, pursuant to Sec. 771.117(h), FHWA 
may use CEs identified by the Federal Transit Administration (Sec. 771.118) and the Federal Railroad 
Administration (Sec. 771.116) when the applicable requirements of those sections have been met. 
There are two types of CE documents discussed in this chapter:

- Categorical Exclusion Checklist (CEC)
- Environmental Report (ER)

3. Environmental Assessments (EAs) are actions in which the significance of the environmental impacts 
is not clearly established. All actions that are not EISs or CEs are EAs. All actions in this class require 
the preparation of an EA to determine the appropriate environmental document required:

- If after completing the process it is determined that there are no significant impacts 
associated with the project a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) is completed

- If at any time a significant impact is identified an EIS is prepared.

Occasionally, a proposed project may not clearly fit within any of the environmental document definitions 
discussed above. If this is the case, further consultation with the REC for region projects is encouraged before a 
decision is made as to what is the appropriate type of environmental document to prepare. For environmental 
documents being prepared by central office divisions and sections, the BTS-EPDS liaison should be consulted. 

FDM 20-15-5 Determining Appropriate Environmental Document Types November 17, 2020 

To determine the appropriate class of action and the requisite level of documentation necessary to comply with 
NEPA and WEPA, it is essential to understand the term "significance" and how it is determined. The significance 
of impacts from a proposed transportation project on the environment is the primary factor in the determining the 
appropriate level of environmental document needed for any project type. 

The CEQ regulations at 40 CFR 1501.3(b) copied below, discuss the consideration of project effects and 
significance. 
1501.3(b) In considering whether the effects of the proposed action are significant, agencies shall analyze the 
potentially affected environment and degree of the effects of the action. Agencies should consider connected 
actions consistent with §1501.9(e)(1). 

1. In considering the potentially affected environment, agencies should consider, as 
appropriate to the specific action, the affected area (national, regional, or local) and its 
resources, such as listed species and designated critical habitat under the Endangered 
Species Act. Significance varies with the setting of the proposed action. For instance, in the 
case of a site-specific action, significance would usually depend only upon the effects in the 
local area.

2. In considering the degree of the effects, agencies should consider the following, as 
appropriate to the specific action:

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/code/admin_code/trans/400
https://wisconsindot.gov/rdwy/fdm/fd-20-30.pdf#fd20-30
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(i) Both short- and long-term effects.

(ii)Both beneficial and adverse effects.

(iii) Effects on public health and safety.

(iv) Effects that would violate Federal, State, Tribal, or local law protecting the environment.

The following discussion specifies the criteria used to determine the environmental document type required. 

5.1 Environmental Impact Statement 
A decision to prepare an EIS for a proposed action may be made when that action clearly involves significant 
impacts on the human and natural environment, when environmental studies and the results of early 
coordination indicate significant impacts, or when the review of an EA concludes that significant impacts would 
result from a proposed action (FDM 20-30). 

5.2 Categorical Exclusions 
CEs are the most common type of NEPA document prepared and processed by WisDOT. FHWA and WisDOT 
have developed a Programmatic Agreement for the processing of CE level documents: 

https://wisconsindot.gov/Pages/doing-bus/eng-consultants/cnslt-rsrces/environment/formsandtools.aspx 

CEs are actions that do not individually or cumulatively have a significant environmental impact and are 
excluded from the requirement to prepare an EA or an EIS. Pursuant to 23 CFR 771.117(a) CEs are actions 
that: 

- Do not induce significant impacts to planned growth or land use for the area
- Do not require the relocation of significant numbers of people
- Do not have a significant impact on any natural, cultural, recreational, historic or other resource
- Do not involve significant air, noise or water quality impacts
- Do not have significant impacts on travel patterns; or
- Do not otherwise, either individually or cumulatively, have any significant environmental impacts

Any action which normally would be classified as a CE but could involve unusual circumstances will require the 
FHWA, in cooperation with the applicant, to conduct appropriate environmental studies to determine if the CE 
classification is proper (23 CFR 771.117(b)). Unusual circumstances include: 

- Significant environmental impacts
- Substantial controversy on environmental grounds
- Significant impacts on properties protected by Section 4(f) requirements or Section 106 of the 

National Historic Preservation Act
- Inconsistencies with any federal, state, or local law, requirement or administrative determination 

relating to the environmental aspects of the action

The Region also must consult BTS-EPDS and FHWA prior to initiating CEs for auxiliary lane and capacity 
expansion projects to ensure that those projects do not include significant impacts. 

The classification of a project as a CE under NEPA does not exempt the action from other federal or state 
environmental requirements, for example Section 404, Section 106, floodplain impacts, threatened and 
endangered species impacts, etc. All applicable federal or state requirements must be completed before 
WisDOT or FHWA will approve the CE.  

See FDM 20-20-1.1 to determine the appropriate CE document type. 

5.3 Environmental Assessment 
An Environmental Assessment (EA) is prepared for an action where the significance of impacts is uncertain. An 
EA is a public document which serves to provide sufficient evidence and environmental analysis to determine 
whether to prepare an EIS or to prepare a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI). All actions that do not 
readily fall into an EIS action nor meet the qualifications of a CE are evaluated as an EA. 

Based on the review and findings of an EA and any public comments, an EIS is prepared if the Region, BTS-
EPDS and FHWA determine that significant impacts would occur because of implementing the action. A FONSI 
is prepared in the event the study concludes that the proposed action will not cause significant impacts. The 
FONSI is a conclusion to the EA and highlights data supporting the finding that no significant impacts will occur 

https://wisconsindot.gov/rdwy/fdm/fd-20-30.pdf#fd20-30
https://wisconsindot.gov/Pages/doing-bus/eng-consultants/cnslt-rsrces/environment/formsandtools.aspx
https://wisconsindot.gov/rdwy/fdm/fd-20-20.pdf#fd20-20-1.1
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because of the action. See FDM 20-25 for details on the preparation of EAs and FONSIs. 

5.4 Planning Studies 
WisDOT may prepare planning studies to facilitate decision making on transportation investments and to 
connect long-range planning and environmental analysis (23 USC 135). 

Planning studies are undertaken before the NEPA process begins and as such do not require fiscal constraint 
as a NEPA document does. 

23 USC 168, 23 CFR 450 Appendix A, and other authorities enable the federal lead agency for a project to 
adopt and use a planning product in proceedings related to any class of action in the environmental review 
process of the project. 

In addition to the examples above, the following are examples of planning studies that may be developed by 
WisDOT: 

- Studies prepared as part of §84.295(10) Establishing Locations and Right-of-Way Widths for Future
Freeways or Expressways (preservation)

- Corridor planning

The REC and the BTS-EPDS liaison should be contacted to determine if one or both need to be part of the team 
for any of the above planning studies. The REC and or BTS-EPDS will coordinate with FHWA as needed. For 
further understanding of the planning processes at WisDOT contact the planning staff. 

5.5 Conclusion 
Following the determination of the appropriate environmental document type, the development of the 
subsequent environmental document follows a review and approval process prescribed by federal and state 
environmental policy. The individual steps in the process are described in detail in the following sections. 

https://wisconsindot.gov/rdwy/fdm/fd-20-25.pdf#fd20-25
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