Significant Impact

The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) determination of “significant” impacts is related primarily to the type of NEPA document and process that will be required to comply with NEPA for a particular action or project.  A Categorical Exclusion (CE) is appropriate when there are no “significant” impacts on the environment, an Environmental Assessment (EA) when the “significance” of the effects are not clearly established, and an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) when the action will have a “significant” impact on the environment.  Significance is defined in the Council Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations at 40 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 1508.27.  These regulations state that two main points should be considered in determining significance:  context and intensity. 

Significance varies with the setting of the proposed action, and short/long-term affects should be considered.  Impacts might be considered in the context of society as a whole, the affected region, or locality.  With a site-specific action, significance would usually depend on the effects in the locale, rather than in the world as a whole.  The intensity of potential impacts will provide a great deal of information about the project, but remember that whether an impact is a significant impact depends not only on the absolute value of an impact but also on the circumstances under which the impact is considered. 

Factors to consider regarding intensity or severity of impacts include:

1) impacts that may be both beneficial and adverse; 

2) the degree to which the proposed action affects public health or safety; 

3) the degree to which the effects on the quality of the human environmental are likely to be highly controversial; 

4) the degree to which the possible effects on the human environmental are highly uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks; 

5) the degree to which the action may establish a precedent for future actions with significant effects; 

6) whether the action is related to other actions with individually insignificant but cumulatively significant impacts; 

7) the degree to which the action may adversely affect resources listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places; 

8) the degree to which the action may adversely affect an endangered or threatened species or its habitat; and 

9) whether the action threatens a violation of Federal, State, or local law or requirements imposed for the protection of the environment.

Example:  Filling one acre of a one hundred-acre wetland could be considered not significant, but filling one acre of a two-acre wetland could be considered a significant impact, especially if the wetland in the latter case was of exceptionally high value.  The intensity is the same, but the context is different.  Some impacts to consider are water quality, fish and wildlife functions/values and flood control.  Consider these impacts in terms of context and intensity.  

Context would be how the action (impact) affects:  society as a whole - probably not much; the region - possible; the locality - likely.  

Intensity depends a great deal on the area and how severe these impacts are when considered in terms of the context of the area.  Severity varies with the setting of the affected area and therefore significance of the impact will vary.  

Note:  The significance of the impact for a given environmental effect is simply that level at which the Lead Agency finds the effects of the project to be significant.  This level can be defined as a quantitative or qualitative standard, or set of criteria, pursuant to which the significance of a given environmental effect may be determined.  Most agencies assess the significance of impacts on a case-by-case basis applying the context and intensity factors to the specifics of the case, rather than establishing program-wide numerical or qualitative thresholds.

Key Note:  Remember that the key factors are context and intensity.    

