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SUMMARY

This document reviews the likely environmental impact from the Ames Lake Flood
Control Project Disposal (Project); therefore, the public is entitled to take part in its
review. If you have concerns about the environmental impact of this Project, we
encourage your input in this decision-making process.

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Rock Island District (District), must consider
whether to maintain Federal management or release the federally-managed lands to
Story County, lowa.

When the District commits Federal funds for a Federal action (disposal of lands to
another governmental agency), the District must inform public officials and citizens
before these decisions are made and actions are taken.

This Environmental Assessment documents the District’s decision making and their
consideration of the environment. This document is in compliance with the National
Environmental Policy Act (Code of Federal Regulations, Title 40 §§1500-1508).

If you have any questions, concerns, or comments, contact the Regional Planning
and Environmental Division — North, (309) 794-5791, or email:
Publiclnvolvement@usace.army.mil by June 2, 2022. Comments may also be sent
to:

District Engineer

US Army Corps of Engineers, Rock Island District
ATTN: Jordan (PD-C)

Clock Tower Building

P. O. Box 2004

Rock Island IL 61204-2004


mailto:PublicInvolvement@usace.army.mil
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I. PURPOSE AND NEED FOR FEDERAL ACTION

A. Project Background. The Federal Highway Department and Story County, lowa,
began acquiring right-of-way for Interstate 35 through northern Story County, lowa, in
the mid-1960s. The originally acquired right-of-way alignment for the highway took it
straight north from McFarland Park for 3.5 miles, crossing the river valley at Soper's Mill
and again at Anderson Access. That course was abandoned in favor of a more easterly
course that avoided building highway grade across the planned flood control reservoir.
In 1970, the original right-of-way land was transferred to the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, Rock Island District, the next public agency with a need to own the property.

Based on aerial photos and interviews, the Study Area and immediate vicinity have
been designated as agricultural row crop production or a forested floodplain of the
South Skunk River.

Congress authorized a project for Ames dam and reservoir in 1965. However,
opposition to a large reservoir caused the State of lowa to withdraw project support. The
project was classified as "inactive' in 1974. The District continues to hold the old
highway corridor to this day. The reservoir project was deauthorized by Congress in
2003, making the District’s valley land holdings surplus Federal property.

Currently, parcels 50, 53, 55, 57, 58, 61, 62 and 63 are leased to five separate lessees
for row crop production. The remaining parcels are leased to Story County for recreation
and wildlife management purposes.

B. Purpose of and Need for Action. The District is proposing to dispose all
federally-managed land parcels, approximately 197-acres, of the de-authorized Ames
Lake Flood Control Project, Story County, lowa, to Story County, in accordance with
Section 133 of the Consolidated Appropriations Act, Public Law (PL) 110-161.

C. Decision. The District must determine the most efficient and environmentally
acceptable way to dispose the properties to Story County.

D. Risks. There is a low risk to the environment if the District disposes the properties.
Story County has managed the lands for 58 years and would continue the same land
management practices into the future. Story County Conservation (SCC) has no plans
to sell the properties or develop the properties in a way detrimental to natural, cultural,
and recreational resources.

E. Location. The Project is located in north central Story County, lowa, between

Story City and Ames, lowa. The Project land tracts are adjacent to or near the Skunk
River (Figures EA-1 and EA-2).
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] Ames Reservoir (unbuilt) Fee Title

Figure EA 1: Project Vicinity
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F. Authority. The Skunk River Reservoir, Ames Lake Flood Control Project, was
authorized by the Flood Control Act of 1965. Limited pre-construction Project planning
was performed between 1965 through 1973. In June 1974, the District placed the
Project in an “inactive” status due to expressed opposition from the State of lowa. In
March 1984, the District reactivated the Project as a result of renewed Congressional
and local interest after severe flooding in Ames. After reactivation, the lowa Department
of Natural Resources expressed additional opposition and the Project was once again
reclassified to “inactive” in September 1987. The Water Resources Development Act of
1986, Public Law 99-662, Section 1001(b)(2), as amended, de-authorized the Project
on April 16, 2002.

The Federal Government acquired approximately 197 acres of fee title land for the
Project. Much of the Project acreage is currently leased to the SCC for conservation
and agricultural purposes. On December 26, 2007, Section 133 of the Consolidated
Appropriations Act, Public Law (PL) 110-161, was signed into law and stated:

“Not later than 180 days after the date of enactment of this Act, the
Chief of the Army Corps of Engineers shall convey to Story County,
lowa, without consideration, all rights, title, and interest of the United
States in and to a parcel of real property including any improvements
thereon, consisting of approximately 197 acres originally proposed for
the Skunk River Reservoir, located between Ames, lowa, and Story
City, lowa.”

Despite de-authorization and Congressional direction to convey the land to Story
County, funding has never been appropriated to allow for the District to affect the
dispose until now.

G. Related National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) Documentation. There are
no other NEPA documents from previous site-specific actions in the Project location.

H. Environmental Compliance. The District is responsible for conducting all the
necessary environmental coordination, obtain the necessary permits, and document its
decision-making process in this EA. Copies of all the relevant compliance coordination
documents are found in Appendix A, Pertinent Coordination. This EA discusses the
District’'s compliance activities, including:

e adhering to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) Information, Planning,
and Consultation System (IPaC) report (https://ecos.fws.gov.ipac/)
documenting any threatened or endangered species potentially occurring
within the Project area (Appendix A). Any proposed alteration must have either
a “no effect”, or “may affect, but not likely to adversely affect” determination for
potential impacts to any federally-listed threatened or endangered species,
including their critical habitat, in accordance with the Endangered Species Act
(Section 1lI);
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ensuring any proposed alteration would not result in the Take of any migratory
birds as defined in the Migratory Bird Treaty Act;

confirming the proposed action does not encourage additional development
within the floodplain;

providing supporting documentation indicating the proposed action has no
potential to affect historic properties, or does not affect any historic properties,
or there are no adverse effects to historic properties, so the District maintains
its compliance with Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act
(NHPA); and,

ensuring proposed actions meet other conditions as described in Section V,
Environmental Consequences.

Through the NEPA process, the District has assured:

the Project’s environmental compliance conditions are met;
the proposed Project is not injurious to the public interest;
there are no extraordinary circumstances; and,

the land dispose would not result in more than minor impacts to the
environment.

Il. ALTERNATIVES INCLUDING THE PROPOSED ACTION

This section describes Project constraints, alternatives considered, including the No
Action Alternative, and briefly describes any environmental consequences associated
with each alternative.

The District developed Project alternatives based on the congressionally mandated land
dispose described above.

Alternative 1. No Action. Under the No Action Alternative, the District would not
complete the land dispose to the SCC. While the No Action Alternative is not
viable due to the authorized requirement to dispose the land, the District used this
alternative as a baseline condition to compare all the other alternatives.

Alternative 2. Dispose of Federally-managed Lands to the Story County.
Under this alternative, the District would dispose all parcels, approximately 197
acres, of the de-authorized Ames Lake Flood Control Project, Story County, lowa.
This activity would be administrative in nature. No land disturbance or change
inland use would take place as a result of the land dispose.
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lll. AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT AND ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES

This section focuses on resources potentially affected by any of the alternatives.
Conditions existing at the time of the study are collectively called the “existing
conditions.” The existing condition helps form the baseline for determining the Future
Without Project conditions. Existing conditions are synonymous with the “No Action
Alternative” as required under the NEPA. The No Action Alternative is the most likely
condition expected to occur in the future in the absence of the proposed action or any
action alternatives.

This section also discusses each alternative’s possible environmental impacts to the
existing and future conditions described in the No Action Alternative. Future conditions
are at times hard to predict. For general Corps planning, future conditions are estimated
for either the typical economic life of a project or for 50 years unless a longer period of
time is justified. For this Project, the District kept the future conditions analysis to 50
years.

A. Aesthetics. Aesthetics and visual resources are institutionally important because
of the laws and policies affecting visual resources, most notably NEPA and USACE
Engineer Regulation (ER) 1105-2-100, Planning Guidance Notebook. Visual resources
are technically important because of the high value placed on the preservation of unique
geological, botanical, and cultural features. Aesthetic resources are publicly important
since environmental organizations and the public support the preservation of natural
pleasing vistas.

The Project is located in and adjacent to the Skunk River Greenbelt. The SCC manages
this area for recreation and natural resource management. The area offers a water trail
with eight access points. Terrestrial hiking and off-road biking are popular activities.
Other amenities include canoeing, cross country skiing, hunting (no target practice; only
non-toxic ammunition is allowed), equestrian use, kayaking, and fishing area
characterized by a rich heritage based on its tranquil and agrarian history. The mosaic
of river, forests, and agriculture fields has islands, mature forests and abundant wildlife.
These elements contribute to the Project area’s aesthetic character.

Alternative 1. No Action. Aesthetics and visual resources would continue to
evolve from existing conditions because of both land use trends and natural
processes over the course of time. The Skunk River will continue to change but
the pleasing landscape would remain ephemeral, and visual resources would
continue to be rich with biodiversity. The SCC will keep the 197 acres of federally-
managed fee title lands in their present condition.

Alternative 2. Dispose of Federally-managed Lands to the SCC. The District

would dispose the 197 acres of land to Story County. The land disposal would not
have any impacts to aesthetic resources.
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B. Air Quality. The District considered and eliminated air quality from further
evaluation. The proposed Project’s alternatives would have no effects to air quality,
either short term or long term.

C. Aquatic Resources/Wetlands. The Skunk River is the primary aquatic resource
in the Project area. The area also contains small ephemeral streams flowing into the
Skunk River.

The river's bankline is adjacent to bottomland hardwood (forested) and scrub shrub
wetlands on islands and shorelines. The forested wetlands are primarily comprised of
large mature cottonwood, sycamore, and silver maple trees. The scrub shrub wetlands
are located on the islands, bordering the forested wetlands. These areas are comprised
of common vegetation such as grasses, pole size trees, and nettles.

Alternative 1. No Action. Future Without Project conditions should remain stable.
The bottomland forest and shrub scrub wetlands are flood tolerant and remain a
quality, mature forest.

Alternative 2. Dispose of Federally-managed Lands to the Story County.
Since the land disposal is an administrative action, it would not have any impacts
to aquatic resources/wetlands resources.

D. Invasive Species. There are invasive plants, fish, and animals in the Project
area. Actions such as flooding (reed canary grass) or other disturbance may introduce
or promote the spread of invasive species. Currently there are certain understory
invasive species in small populations such as reed canary grass, honeysuckle, and wild
garlic. The stability of the mature bottomland forest has kept invasive species to a
minimum.

Alternative 1. No Action. The character of riparian habitats may change, and
invasive species may move into the area with changing climate. The range and
distribution of fish and other aquatic species will likely change, and an increase in
invasive species would also likely occur. Future without conditions should
generally decline with the pressures of existing invasive species populations and
“to be” introduced unknown invasive species.

Alternative 2. Dispose of Federally-managed Lands to the Story County.
Since the land disposal is an administrative action, it would not promote the
spread of, or introduce invasive species in the Project area.

E. Fish and Wildlife Habitat. Typical riverine wildlife, riverine and backwater
aquatic communities are common throughout the Project area. Despite human activity
in the Project area, bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus), heron rookeries, waterfowl,
and neotropical migratory birds are some species of the avian community nest in this
area. Nesting occurs along the wooded areas on in the Project area.
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Despite the human disturbances such as recreation, noise, and lights, the river corridor
has suitable habitat for those species accustomed to an active setting.

Alternative 1. No Action. The Future Without Project conditions for aquatic and
wildlife animals should not change significantly. Bobcats, otters, and other
animals may frequent the area more often than today as these species’
populations are increasing in lowa.

Alternative 2. Dispose of Federally-managed Lands to the Story County.
Since the land disposal is an administrative action, it would not have any impacts
to fish and wildlife habitat resources.

F. Migratory Birds. Certain birds are protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act
and the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act. The District accessed the USFWS’,
IPaC website (https://ecos.fws.gov/ipac/) on March 26, 2022, for a list of migratory birds
of concern. The overall goal of the Birds of Conservation Concern is to accurately
identify the migratory and non-migratory bird species (beyond those already designated
as Federally threatened or endangered) that represent the USFWS'’s highest
conservation priorities. The USFWS identified eleven birds of conservation concern
(Table EA-1). The Migratory Bird Resource list includes only a subset of birds that may
occur in the Project area. It is not representative of all birds that may occur in the
Project area, only a subset of birds of priority concern. In addition to bird species of
concern, hundreds of bird species including ducks, shorebirds, passerines, and others
utilize the Project area.

Table EA-1: Bird Species of Conservation Concern

Probable Project
Species Scientific Name Area Use
American golden-plover Pluvialis dominica Migration
Bald eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus Nesting, foraging for fish
Black tern Chlidonias niger Migration
Black-billed Cuckoo Coccyzus erythropthalmus Nesting
Bobolink Dolichonyx oryzivorus Nesting
Franklin's Gull Leucophaeus pipixcan Migration & nesting
Golden-winged Warbler Vermivora chrysoptera Nesting
Le Conte's sparrow Ammodramus leconteii Nesting
Lesser yellowlegs Tringa flavipes Migration
Long-eared owl asio otus Nesting
Red-headed Woodpecker | Melanerpes erythrocephalus | Nesting

Alternative 1. No Action. Without the Project, migratory birds would continue to
occupy the Project area but perhaps decline. One study by a joint team of
conservation biologists described a steady decline of nearly 3 billion North
American birds since 1970, primarily because of human activities. In other words,
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within one human lifetime, North America lost more than one quarter of its
avifauna (Audubon, https://www.audubon.org/news/audubon-declares-bird-
emergency-demands-immediate-action-after-scientists-reveal).

Alternative 2. Dispose of Federally-managed Lands to the Story County.
Since the land disposal is an administrative action, it would not have any impacts
to migratory bird resources.

G. Threatened/Endangered Species/Critical Habitat. The District accessed the
USFWS’, IPaC website (https://ecos.fws.gov/ipac/) on March 26, 2022 (Appendix A,
Pertinent Coordination), to obtain a list of the federally-listed threatened and
endangered species potentially found in the Project area (Table EA-2). The District also
considered Tri-colored bat and Little brown bat since the USFWS is currently
considering adding these species to the threatened/endangered species list.

Table EA-2: Federally-listed Species

Common Name Classification Habitat

Hibernates in caves and mines -
swarming in surrounding wooded areas in
autumn. Roosts and forages in upland
forests during late spring and summer.

Indiana bat

Myotis sodalis Endangered

Hibernates in caves and mines -

Northern long-eared bat swarming in surrounding wooded areas in
: ; . Threatened ;

Myotis septentrionalis autumn. Roosts and forages in upland

forests during late spring and summer.

Monarch butterfly Candidat During the breeding season, monarchs
Danaus plexippus andidate lay their eggs on their obligate milkweed

Prairie bush clover

Lespedeza leptostachya Threatened Dry to mesic prairies with gravelly soil

Western prairie fringed
orchid Threatened Wet prairies and sedge meadows
Platanthera praeclara

Hibernates in caves and mines -

Under consideration | swarming in surrounding wooded areas in
for listing autumn. Roosts and forages in upland
forests during late spring and summer.

Tri-colored bat

Hibernates in caves and mines -

Under consideration | swarming in surrounding wooded areas in
for listing autumn. Roosts and forages in upland
forests during late spring and summer.

Little brown bat

Source: https://ecos.fws.gov/ipac/ dated March 26, 2022

The lowa Natural Areas Inventory lists 57 lowa vicinity listed plant, bird, reptile, mussel,
insect, mammal, and fish species for Story County, lowa (lowa Natural Areas Inventory
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webpage accessed March 26, 2026,
https://programs.iowadnr.gov/naturalareasinventory/pages/RepDistinctSpeciesByCount
y.aspx?CountylD=56).

Alternative 1. No Action. Threatened and endangered (state and federally-
listed) species would continue to inhabit the Project area if no action is taken.
Some of the species’ status may change with future conservation measures,
while other species may be added to the current list. Local to global causes may
impact these and other species’ habitat (quality and quantity), migration patterns,
food base, etc.

Alternative 2. Dispose of Federally-managed Lands to the Story County.
Since the land disposal is an administrative action, it would not have any impacts
to threatened/endangered species/critical habitat resources.

Table EA-3 provides the District’'s Endangered Species Act, Section 7 determinations
and reasons for Alternative 2.

Table EA-3: The District’'s Endangered Species Act, Section 7 Determinations

Species Determination Determination Reason

Indiana bat No Effect The PrOJ_ect does r_10t include
any habitat alterations.

Northern long-eared bat No Effect The PrOJ_ect does r_10t include
any habitat alterations.

Monarch butterfly No Effect The PrOJ_ect does r_10t include
any habitat alterations.

Tri-colored bat No Effect The PrOJ_ect does not include
any habitat alterations.

Little brown bat No Effect The PrOJ_ect does r_10t include
any habitat alterations.

H. Tribal Trust Resources and Histrionic Properties. The District queried the
most updated lowa Geographic Information Systems site file database as of 2019 and
identified 10 previously-recorded sites within the Project area of potential effect (APE).
The lowa State University Archaeological Laboratory (Gradwohl 1972) previously
surveyed the location in the early 1970s with a small portion of the Project area
surveyed again 2012 (Thompson 2012).

The District determined additional field investigation and assessment were needed to
determine the effect of the present undertaking on both known and unknown cultural
resources. Story County Conservation commissioned Wapsi Valley Archaeology (WVA)
to conduct Phase | archeological assessment of the APE. The results of the
investigation are documented in the report entitled Phase | Intensive Archaeological
Survey and Geomorphological Assessment for the Ames Lake RE Disposal Property,
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Story County, lowa, Wapsi Valley Archaeology Report No. 1130 prepared by Nurit G
Finn and Michael R. Finn of WVA.

Wapsi Valley Archaeology conducted intensive Phase | archeological survey with
supporting geomorphological assessment over the entire 197-acre APE. They
documented a total of 23 archeological sites within the Project APE, including a
combination of 13 newly recorded archeological sites in addition to the 10 previously
recorded sites. Three of the 10 previously recorded sites were not relocated by WVA
investigation. Wapsi Valley Archaeology speculated the first two sites were not
relocated due to the low density of the original recorded remains. No additional
archeological investigation is recommended for the three mapped site locations.

Alternative 1 No Action. The District would continue management of any tribal
trust or historic property resources located withing the Project area though lease
agreement with the SCC. These resources would remain protected from
development on the federally-managed lands.

Alternative 2. Dispose of Federally-managed Lands to the Story County.
Since the land disposal is an administrative action, it would not have any impacts
to tribal trust or historic property resources. The District determined the land
disposition to the SCC would result in No Adverse Effect to historic properties in
accordance with 36 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR), 800.5(b). Potential
adverse effects associated with the removal from Federal ownership are
mitigated through execution of the conservation easement as defined in a District
letter, dated April 8, 2002 (Appendix A). Prior to any final decision on the land
disposal, the District must receive lowa State Historic Preservation Office
concurrence with the District’'s No Adverse Effects determination.

I. Floodplains. The Skunk River’s floodplain was generally broad and heavily
farmed. From the source to 5 miles above Ames, the river valley is narrow and shallow.
At this point, the bluffs rise to a height of 75 to 100 feet above the riverbed and continue
until immediately above Ames where the river enters a preglacial valley.

Alternative 1. No Action. The Skunk River’s restricted floodplain should not
change from its present condition.

Alternative 2. Dispose of Federally-managed Lands to the Story County.
Since the land disposal is an administrative action, there would be no impacts to
floodplain resources.

J. Hazardous, Toxic and Radioactive Waste. The Study Area of Interest (Study
Area) is located in Story County, lowa. The Study Area encompasses the Skunk River.
Per USACE ER 1165-2-132, Hazardous, Toxic, and Radioactive Waste (HTRW)
Guidance for Civil Works Projects, includes any material listed as a “hazardous
substance” under the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation and
Liability Act, 42 U.S.C. 9601 et seq (CERCLA). [See 42 U.S.C. 9601(14].)
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Hazardous substances regulated under CERCLA include “hazardous wastes” under
Sec. 3001 of the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act, 42 U.S.C. 6921 et seq;
“hazardous substances” identified under Section 311 of the Clean Air Act, 33 U.S.C.
1321; “toxic pollutants” designated under Section 307 of the Clean Water Act, 33 U.S.C.
1317; “hazardous air pollutants” designated under Section 112 of the Clean Air Act, 42
U.S.C. 7412; and “imminently hazardous chemical substances or mixtures” on which
the U. S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) has taken action under Section 7
of the Toxic Substance Control Act, 15 U.S.C. 2606; these do not include petroleum or
natural gas unless already included in the above categories. Dredged material and
sediments beneath waters proposed for dredging qualify as HTRW only if they are
within the boundaries of a site designated by the USEPA or a state for a response
action (either a removal action or a remedial action) under CERCLA, or if they are a part
of a National Priority List site under CERCLA.

The District performed a Phase | Environmental Site Assessment in conformance with
the scope and limitations of ASTM Practice E 1527-13 for the Study Area (Tracts 200-1,
200-2, 201 and 400-1, Sections 6 and 7 in Township 84 North, Range 23 West; and in
Sections 30 and 31 in Township 85 North, Range 23 West of the 5th Principal Meridian,
Story County, lowa)]. This assessment revealed no evidence of recognized
environmental conditions in connection with the Study Area.

Alternative 1. No Action. The Project area should remain free of HTRW issues
in the future. Based on currently enforced HTRW regulations, managed
agriculture and industrial waste streams are economically prudent.

Alternative 2. Dispose of Federally-managed Lands to the Story County.
Since the land disposal is an administrative action, it would not have any HTRW
impacts.

K. Land Use/Land Cover. Land within the Project area is within the Skunk river
historic floodplain. Extensive human activity has manipulated vegetation and land use.
The District utilized the National Land Cover Database 2011 to generate land use
coverage for this area. The dominant cover class types were forested, pasture/hay,
cultivated crops, within the vicinity of the Project area.

The following Master Plans include lands, projects, and interests in Story County:

e The Story County Cornerstone to Capstone Plan is a coordinated long-
range plan that is intended to be physical and policy-based. It guides the
county with a clear vision and goals, identifies quality of life aspects, and
outlines strategies.

e The SCC Board’s Deppe Project Master Plan focuses on conservation,

education, and recreation to enhance park experiences within the Story
County park system.
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e The Heart of lowa Nature Trail crosses Story County south of the Project
area. The trail’'s master plan identifies needed improvements, estimated
timeline, and preliminary priorities for implementation.

e Story County Conservation lists several projects it would like to begin in the
future (http://www.storycountyiowa.gov/1269/Current-Projects). In addition
to the Deppe Property, and Heart of lowa Trail improvements, the SCC has
11 infrastructure or ecosystem restoration planning projects currently.

Alternative 1. No Action. Land use should remain stable for years to come. The
Skunk River and adjacent rural land uses should not dramatically change over
the next 50 years.

Alternative 2. Dispose of Federally-managed Lands to the Story County.
Since the land disposal is an administrative action, it would not have any impacts
to land use planning.

L. Noise levels. The Project area is in a rural/river dominant location where noise
levels are generally low. Lack of nearby large urban areas or human sensitive receptors
contributes to minimal noise impacts.

Alternative 2. Dispose of Federally-managed Lands to the Story County.
Since the land disposal is an administrative action, it would not have any impacts
to noise levels resources.

M. Public Infrastructure. The Project area has limited public infrastructure. The
SCC’s managed areas have minimal recreation features such as canoe launch areas
and recreation trails. Interstate 35 runs North to South just east of the Project area.
County paved and unpaved roads cross the Project area.

Alternative 1. No Action. The Future Without Project conditions would reflect
the current level of public infrastructure.

Alternative 2. Dispose of Federally-managed Lands to the Story County.
Since the land disposal is an administrative action, it would not have any impacts
to public infrastructure resources.

N. Socio-economics. The Story County 2000 census indicated there were 99,472
residents, 41,3