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From: Potts.Stephen@epamail.epa.gov [mailto:Potts.Stephen@epamail.epa.gov]  
Sent: Thursday, November 19, 2009 2:35 PM 
 
 
This is to let you know, that I will be unable to attend the Boulder - South Agency Coordination Meeting at 
the MDT Auditorium tomorrow (November 20th). Also, with limited resources and a heavy workload EPA 
has not had adequate time to fully review the Boulder - South Alternatives Analysis report dated October 
2009, and conduct appropriate internal discussions/coordination to provide agency comments.   However, 
I have skimmed the report, and want to share some preliminary perspectives. 
 
Preliminarily it appears to me that adequate information and analysis has been provided in the October 
2009 Alternatives Analysis Report to eliminate the alternatives involving potential new eastern and 
western realignments of Highway 69 from consideration.  Potential additional stream crossing impacts; 
additional impacts to wildlife habitat and wildlife movement; local opposition; land acquisition problems; 
difficult terrain; high costs; etc.;  are among the reasons identified in this report that appear to adequately 
support eliminating these new alignments from consideration. 
 
This leaves the alternatives of "rehabilitation/reconstruction and widening of the existing 69 alignment" 
and "spot improvements" as remaining possible action alternatives.  The alternative of "spot 
improvements" appears to be rejected because "it would not reduce the number of single vehicle crashes 
resulting in overturn, which is of primary concern on MT 69" (page 59).   Preliminarily, it appears that this 
alternative has been rejected rather quickly. 
 
It was stated in our earlier EPA comments, dated December 18, 2008, that public comments and public 
meeting transcripts evidenced that many members of the public in the project area questioned the need 
for the project, and/or thought only speed limit reductions, speed limit enforcement, and minor 
improvements needed to be made to the highway. While we have not fully reviewed this latest 
Alternatives Analysis Report (dated October 2009) and not had time for adequate internal agency 
dialogue, preliminarily it appears that the report does not show that MDT has given full consideration to 
these public concerns, and/or has not adequately explained its response to these public concerns, or fully 
justified rejection of the "spot improvement" alternative. 
 
In regard to speed limit enforcement it is stated that "narrow paved width and lack of shoulders in the 
corridor make speed limit enforcement difficult." (page 6)."   It is our understanding that the spot 
improvement alternative would provide some additional pullouts to facilitate improved speed limit 
enforcement, and would also include resurfacing and perhaps other improvements (e.g., widening in 
areas of high accident rates (?).  It is not clear to us why appropriate spot improvements would not reduce 
single vehicle crashes (i.e., if improvements would promote reduced speeds, better road surfaces, and 
address high accident probability areas).   It would appear that reduction of driving speeds alone would 
likely reduce single vehicle crashes, since it is our understanding that excess speed is a major cause of 
single vehicle crashes.   We would expect that any additional improvements would further reduce risk of 
single vehicle accidents. 
 
The existing corridor of MT Highway 69 encroaches on the Boulder River and adjacent wetlands and 
riparian areas.  Reconstruction and widening of this roadway has potential to aggravate these stream and 
wetland encroachments.   While we do not oppose rehabilitation/reconstruction and widening of the 
roadway along the existing 69 alignment to enhance transportation safety, we recommend widening in 
areas that avoid additional impacts to aquatic resources, and/or shifting alignments to reduce aquatic 
encroachments as much as possible.   We believe it is appropriate to carefully evaluate all options that 
minimize encroachment upon aquatic resources. 
 
It appears to us that an alternative that includes some spot improvements and some 
rehabilitation/reconstruction and widening of the roadway along the existing 69 alignment in a manner 
that minimizes impacts on aquatic resources, and that also addresses public concerns about excessive 
speed and about transportation safety should be considered.   The various environmental impacts and 



public concerns need to be evaluated, and the trade-offs appropriately balanced to provide a more 
optimal solution. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide some input prior to the meeting.   Please feel free to call me in 
Missoula at 406-329-3313 if you have questions. 
 
Stephen Potts, NEPA Coordinator 
EPA Region 8 Montana Office 
10 West 15th St., Suite 3200 
Helena, Montana 59626 
Phone: 406-457-5022;   FAX: 406-457-5055 
At Missoula Forest Service Office: 406-329-3313 
E-mail: potts.stephen@epa.gov 
 
 







 
 
 
 
 
 

November 30, 2009 
 
 
 
Tom Martin, P.E. 
Environmental Services Bureau Chief 
MDT Environmental Services 
Montana Department of Transportation 
2701 Prospect Avenue 
P.O. Box 201001 
Helena, MT 59620-1001 
 
Attn.: Boulder South Alternative Review STPP 69-1(9)22 
 
Dear Mr. Martin: 
 
The Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) appreciates being a cooperating agency 
in the SAFETEA-LU process in scoping alternative alignments for the proposed Boulder-
South highway project, located south of Boulder, MT in Jefferson County. This letter is 
to provide official agency comments on the Agency Review Draft of the Alternatives 
Analysis for this project (October 2009).  Our review of this draft alternatives analysis 
includes support for the details of this analysis, general agreement with the analysis’ 
conclusions, and some suggested analysis revisions. 
 
The five proposed alternatives appear to be well developed and to provide a variety of 
choices in developing a reasonable range of alternatives to achieve this project’s goals of 
travel safety and minimizing environmental effects. The alternatives are clear and fully 
comparable, with sufficient details to evaluate their advantages and disadvantages. The 
three-part evaluative screening process is helpful to identify these differences, although 
the fatal flaws method has some inexactness and limitations. The Forest Service’s 
decision by advantages’ transportation evaluation method may offer a more inclusive 
evaluation method for this type of preliminary route analysis (see Fred Bower for details). 
 
The alternatives analysis concludes that the no build alternative would be unsuitable for 
full development, because it allows continued deterioration of the roadway and increases 
in future roadway crashes. Despite these flaws, this alternative will be carried forward 
into the detailed environmental analysis. The spot improvements alternative would not 
decrease the incidence of crashes, so is not recommended to be carried forward into the 
environmental analysis. The alternative of widening the roadway on roughly the existing 
right-of-way (ROW) is carried forward, because there are no identified flaws. The eastern 



alignment has strong social opposition, difficulties in perpetuating access and a large 
amount of new ROW acquisition. The western alignment has several flaws including 
increased travel delays and topographic challenges. 
 
While DEQ generally supports the conclusions of this screening process (that the eastern 
and western alignments do not need to be carried forward), we have concerns that the 
analysis comparisons are less than fully consistent and accurate. The first concern is that 
these alternatives are fairly simplified and do not include the normal engineering and 
environmental mitigations (which will be developed later as part of the detailed design 
work, the environmental analysis, and the permitting process). Thus, several of the so-
called fatal flaws are merely difficulties that can be resolved in the design, environmental 
analysis and permitting processes. 
 
Secondly, while the alternative analysis includes an excellent inventory of wetland 
resources (screen 2), this analysis does not include feed back from permitting agencies on 
the range of design-level requirements that future permits would carry and the probable 
scope of environmental mitigations for each of the alternatives (see item 4 below for 
some examples). DEQ is interested in the preliminary assessment including indications of 
the stream channel, riparian, and floodplain differences between the alternatives, in 
addition to this inventory/mapping of the acres of affected wetlands. Providing this wider 
suite of riparian ecological functions will give decision makers a more complete 
assessment of the range of critical resource items to be addressed in the design and 
permitting activities. 
 
Third, the fatal flaw summary conclusions are occasionally less than persuasive. The 
incidence of crashes is likely to increase under all of the alternatives as traffic increases 
(screen 1), but the crucial difference between the alternatives probably is in the severity 
of the crashes (not only in their relative numbers). Likewise, in the relative costs of 
construction (screen 3), the incremental cost increase between the spot improvements 
alternative compared to the existing alignment alternative of $18 million is judged as 
acceptable, while the $6.5 million increment difference between the existing route and 
the western route is judged as unacceptable. This judgment of this moderate increment 
change is inconsistent and less than persuasive. 
 
Fourth, this section of the Boulder River is listed as water quality impaired (TMDL will 
be developed by 2012), thus any route will have to reduce this highway’s load delivery to 
the Boulder River. These sediment/pollutant reductions will require extensive design 
work to reduce loads reaching the river and these measures (BMPs) will expand the range 
of design work and probable expanse of project effects. For example, the highway river 
and creek crossings will need to be upgraded to avoid contributing any sediment to the 
channel, thus leading to full floodplain and channel-spanning bridge and culvert designs. 
Extended highway improvements regarding stream channel encroachment, riparian 
vegetation, wetlands, and floodplain effects will also be part of the design and permitting 
processes. 
 



Fifth, the regular practices of sidecasting snow and other road debris will likely require 
sufficient berms or catchment areas along the proposed roadway improvements to insure 
that road sanding, bridge runoff and petroleum spills do not reach any waters or wetlands. 
These design considerations may also increase project design work and project areas.  
 
We appreciate this alternatives analysis and support going forward to the public. We 
continue to support this SAFETEA-LU process and look forward to participating in the 
upcoming environmental and design processes. Thank you for this opportunity to 
comment. If you have any questions, please contact Jeff Ryan, Water Protection Bureau 
(406-444-4626) or Mark Kelley, Water Quality Planning Bureau (406-444-3508). 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
[Signed] 
 
Tom Ellerhoff 
Science Program Manager  
 
cc:  J. Ryan 
 M. Kelley 

R. Ray 
 M. Bostrom 

G. Mathieus 
J. Hanson 

 J. Chambers 
 J. Darling, FWP 
 S. Potts, EPA 
 D. Blank, COE 
 S. Jackson, USFWS 




























