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Abstract:  

This paper will address the evolving state-of-the-practice of the consideration of project 

related health effects under the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA) at the North 

Carolina Department of Transportation (NCDOT).  Though various regulations, guidances, and 

policies provide for, and in some cases require, project level consideration of the health effects of 

transportation projects, the state of the practice (while evolving) at the North Carolina 

Department of Transportation falls short of robust health impact assessment as envisioned by the 

federal Centers for Diseases Control
1
 and other practitioners. 

There is a correlation between physical activity, the built environment, and mobility and 

lifestyle related health effects, including obesity, diabetes, high blood pressure, and 

cardiovascular disease.
2
 This paper will particularly focus on the underlying regulations, policies, 

programs, and methods related to the assessment of transportation project related environmental 

effects, especially as regards health effects.  It will pay particular attention to the identification 

and assessment of these effects to all communities, and particularly to vulnerable and 

underserved persons, including Title VI and Environmental Justice populations.   

Some health effects are regulated by law, such as air quality.
3
  The Federal Highway 

Administration (FHWA) provides specific guidelines for others such as noise abatement using 

noise barriers.
4
  Others are evaluated under the broad NEPA umbrella of laws, regulations, and 

guidances.  This report will summarize the most NEPA and health relevant regulations, orders, 

polices, plans, guidances, and project level assessment methodologies.  Many different laws and 

regulations fall under the “NEPA umbrella”, several of which are not included here.   

 This report will explore the identification of existing conditions, including affected 

populations, as well as existing built environment transportation infrastructure that especially 

impacts or limits physical activity by multi-modal users -- especially bicycle, pedestrian and 

transit users.   It will also include evaluating accessibility to healthy foods, physical activity 

related community resources, and improved access to infrastructure by proposed projects that 

facilitates physical activity and active transportation. 

It will also identify current NCDOT NEPA related activities that may result in improving 

such access in the future.  This will include the status of health considerations in department 

policy, long range transportation planning, project development, and other policy and design 

guidelines that will better avoid, minimize, mitigate, or enhance for physical activity related 
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effects inside or outside of NEPA.  It will cite four case study projects, and conclude with a 

discussion of barriers to change, and opportunities for change.  

Context 

The context for this study is the North Carolina Department of Transportation.  North 

Carolina is the tenth largest state in the United State, with over 9.5 million residents.  The 

NCDOT was established in 1915, and manages approximately 80,000 miles of roads, and over 

13,600 bridges.
5
  NCDOT manages almost all non-municipal and non-private roads in the state.  

North Carolina and Texas (much larger geographically) annually vie for the largest amount of 

state maintained roads.  The department has just released its 2040 Plan,
6
 which establishes the 

department’s overarching mission and goals.  The plan represents the 30 year transportation 

vision for the state.  It is followed by the Program and Resources Plan (10 year plan), and the 

State Transportation Improvement Plan (updated bi-annually), the 5 year Work Program, and the 

one year “spend” plan.  Environmental studies are generally initiated when projects reach the 10 

year Program and Resources plan.  Environmental studies are complete or nearly complete for 

projects in the 5 year Work Program.  Those projects are undergoing final design, permitting, 

right-of-way acquisition, bid and award, and are approaching or starting construction.  The 

Project Development and Environmental Analysis Unit is responsible for conducting the NEPA 

analyses for the department.   

Dominant Federal Regulations, Orders, Policies & Guidances 

Regulations & Guidances 

The dominant law for environmental impact evaluation at NCDOT is NEPA, which 

requires identification of how a project will affect or impact the natural and human 

environment.
7
   North Carolina also has a State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) that mimics 

NEPA for state funded projects.
8
  NEPA and the associated guidance from the White House 

Council for Environmental Quality (CEQ) both identify human environmental effects, including 

health effects,
9
 as areas that should be included in environmental analysis.   Specifically, the 

NEPA law states that the purpose of the policy is to  “… encourage productive and enjoyable 

harmony between man and his environment; to promote efforts which will prevent or eliminate 

damage to the environment and biosphere and stimulate the health and welfare of man … .”
10

  

The CEQ guidance on NEPA implementation, furthermore, states that the NEPA process shall be 



  

3 
 

used to “ … identify and assess the reasonable alternatives to proposed actions that will avoid or 

minimize adverse effects of these actions upon the quality of the human environment." 

 Another critical law for health effects assessment is Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 

1964 (Title VI), which provides that no person shall: 

 … on the ground of race, color, or national origin, be excluded from participation in, be 

denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity 

receiving Federal financial assistance.
11

 

Executive Orders & EO Guidances 

 Executive Order 12898 "Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority 

Populations and Low-Income Populations" (EO 12898), issued by President William Jefferson 

(Bill) Clinton in 1998, and the CEQ Environmental Justice Guidance Under the National 

Environmental Policy Act,
12

 also call for consideration of human environmental and human 

health effects related to federal actions (or those actions carried out by states under the auspices 

of funding federal agencies).  The CEQ guidance provides direction on assessing discrimination 

during the NEPA process.  It frames discrimination as disproportionately high and adverse 

effects that may either be imposed upon low income, minority, subsistence, or tribal populations.  

The guidance requires that agencies identify effects, incorporating enhanced and ongoing public 

involvement, and to include consideration of avoidance, minimization, mitigation, and/or 

enhancement measures as part of the project decision making process.   

 In March 2012, the United States Department of Transportation (USDOT) updated its 

1997 Order on Environmental Justice.  That order
13

 confirmed most of the original order and also 

superseded an almost identical FHWA order on the implementation of EO 12898.  The order, 

which also includes practice guidance, states that agencies must “ … identif[y] and evaluat[e] 

environmental, public health,
14

 and interrelated social and economic effects of DOT programs, 

policies and activities … “; to take avoidance, minimization, mitigation, and enhancement 

measures to address impacts; and even goes so far as to state that actions will only be carried out 

if there is “substantial need” for the project and for which there are “ .. other adverse social, 

economic, environmental or human health impacts that are more severe, or (ii) would involve 

increased costs of extraordinary magnitude.”
15

  These updates were pursuant to a Memorandum 

of Understanding
16

 signed by federal agencies and the US Environmental Protection Agency that 

reiterated each agencies commitment to EO 12898. 
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NEPA Document & Practice & Design Guidances 

 In 1997 FHWA, in coordination with the American Association of State Highway and 

Transportation Officials (AASHTO) published Flexibility in Highway Design.  The book was a 

precursor to the context sensitive design, or Context Sensitive Solutions (CSS) initiative at 

FHWA.
17

  FHWA embraced CSS as one, of its so-called “vital few goal” of environmental 

stewardship and streamlining,
18

 which identified improving environmental transportation 

decision making, streamlining project delivery, and conserving natural environmental habitat and 

ecosystems as primary goals. 

 FHWA also recommends community impact assessments as a process that supports CSS 

and also provides a framework for assessing human environmental effects resulting from 

transportation projects as part of the NEPA process.  FHWA provides agencies technical 

assistance for conducting CIA.
19

 

State Regulations, Policies, Guidances, Programs, Planning & Project Level Assessment 

State Regulation 

The aforementioned SEPA policy is the dominant state environmental law in North 

Carolina.  While it does not explicitly apply to local governments, it expressly states that 

localities must be evaluated under SEPA if state permits are required. 

State Policies 

 Perhaps one of the most important changes in state policy occurred in early 2012 at 

NCDOT, when the Board of Transportation adopted a new mission statement.  The prior mission 

statement read:  

Connecting people and places in North Carolina -- safely and efficiently, with 

accountability and environmental sensitivity.
20

 

The new mission statement reads (emphasis added): 

Connecting people and places safely and efficiently, with accountability and 

environmental sensitivity to enhance the economy, health and well-being
21

 of North 

Carolina.
22

 

 Another notable action by the department and Board in the recent past was the adoption 

of a “Complete Streets” policy in 2009.  The department just completed the policy and design 

guidance.  Training will take place in late 2012.  The Complete Streets policy and guidance are 

discussed in more detail later in this report. 
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Programs, Planning, and Project Level Assessment 

Long Range Planning 

The NCDOT Transportation Planning Branch prepares long range planning studies, 

called Comprehensive Transportation Plans (CTP), in coordination with local planners, local 

officials, and federally required transportation specific Metropolitan Planning Organizations,
23

 or 

MPO’s.  In 2000, the North Carolina General Assembly established Rural Planning 

Organizations to assist in the development of long range transportation plans for areas that fall 

below the metropolitan population requirement of 50,000 for MPO’s.   

Bicycle & Pedestrian Planning 

The NCDOT Division of Bicycle and Pedestrian Transportation (Bike-Ped), which is part 

of the Transit office, also known as Modal Division was established in 1974.  It was the first 

Bike-Ped office within a state department of transportation in the country.
24

  Bike-Ped works 

with the Transportation Planning Branch to develop bicycle and pedestrian (bike-ped) plans for 

Comprehensive Transportation Plans.  Bike-Ped reviews projects for the Project Development 

and Environmental Analysis Unit (the NEPA unit).  Bike-Ped will oversee Complete Streets 

training. 

Project Development & Environmental Analysis Unit 

As previously mentioned, NEPA studies are conducted in the Project Development and 

Environmental Analysis Branch.  That unit presently employees approximately 47 project 

development engineers (including senior management and administrative support), 

approximately 55 natural environmental specialists, and approximately 20 human environmental 

specialists.  The project development engineers manage the actual NEPA documents and 

process.  The Human Environment Section is comprised of Archaeology, Historic Architecture, 

Noise & Air, and Public Involvement and Community Studies groups.  The Community Studies 

Team prepares the community impact assessment reports (CIA), as well as qualitative indirect 

and cumulative effects (ICE), or change in land use, reports for the project development 

engineers.  Title VI and environment justice studies are part of the community impact assessment 

process. 
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Health Related NEPA Cases Studies at NCDOT 

This section will summarize four health related NEPA case studies from recent projects 

at NCDOT.  The summaries borrow liberally and sometimes directly from the environmental 

documents and supporting studies for the projects, and cite especially the Community 

Characteristics Reports and Community Impact Assessments. 

The four projects are: 

1. U-4749 Iredell County - US 64-70 (Garner Bagnal Road), I-40 to I-77.   

2. I-3803B Cabarrus County  - reconstruct and widen Interstate 85  

3. I-0914B Vance County - Pavement Rehabilitation and Signing Upgrades of I-85  

4. U-3308 Durham County – [Widening of] NC 55 (Alston Avenue) from NC 147 

(I.L. "Buck" Dean Freeway) to US 70 Business/NC98 (Holloway Street), 

Durham, NC 

 

1. U-4749 Iredell County, Statesville, NC.
25

, 
26

, 
27

 –  

Project  

This project is the proposed widening of US 64/70 (Garner Bagnal Boulevard) 

from two lanes to four lanes, from I-40 to I-77 with a 23-30 foot raised median in 

Statesville, NC 

Purpose & Need 

The purpose and need is to “to improve mobility in this area of Statesville [and] is 

intended to increase capacity and provide a more uniform cross-section along Garner 

Bagnal Boulevard between I-40 and I-77.” 

NCDOT also designated Garner Bagnal Road as a Strategic Highway Corridor by 

NCDOT.  NCDOT states that “the Strategic Highway Corridors (SHC) initiative 

represents a timely effort to preserve and maximize the mobility and connectivity on a 

core set of highway corridors, while promoting environmental stewardship through 

maximizing the use of existing facilities to the extent possible, and fostering economic 

prosperity through the quick and efficient movement of people and goods.”
28

   

Context 

In the 1980s, Garner Bagnal Boulevard was constructed through South Statesville, 

splitting the existing community.  The study area includes notable populations of 

minority, low income, and Limited English Proficiency communities, and is 
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economically distressed.  The construction of Garner Bagnal Boulevard disrupted the grid 

pattern, and resulted in many dead end streets, which impacted community cohesion.  

According to previous NCDOT studies, these dead end streets have experienced an 

increase in crime and become sites for the sale of narcotics in Southern Statesville.  Local 

officials indicate that the neighborhoods may have up to 60% rental homes.  The decline 

in the stability of neighborhoods within the Direct Community Impact Area can be 

attributed in part due to the original construction of Garner Bagnal Boulevard and the loss 

of longtime residents and owners moving out of the area.   

Health Effects Issues 

Recently, health facilities and providers have relocated to Northern Statesville.  In 

addition, most banks and grocery stores in the area have closed due to crime and poor 

economic times.  Local planners indicate the local population is dependent upon taxi 

services, transit, bicycles, or walking to destinations in the community.  Consistent 

bicycle and pedestrian connectivity is poor.  Notable community resources, such as the 

Statesville Housing Authority, the Boys & Girls Club of the Piedmont, and the 5
th

 Street 

Shelter are all near Garner Bagnal – some to the north of Garner Bagnal (which runs 

west-east), others to the south.  The Boys & Girls Club is not only a community activity 

center, but also a recreational facility and a notable pedestrian and bicycle destination 

along the corridor.  Local officials expressed safety concerns for pedestrians crossing 

Garner-Bagnal Boulevard. 

The original construction of Garner Bagnal Boulevard created a barrier to 

pedestrian mobility.  A four-lane facility is expected to create a wider barrier for 

pedestrians crossing the facility.  

Other Community Issues 

Based on previous NCDOT studies in the area, the removal of structures during 

the original construction of Garner Bagnal Boulevard caused a portion of the community 

to lose historical integrity and was found to be ineligible for the National Register of 

Historic Places.   

Local officials, however, anticipate that the project may facilitate in bringing the 

communities on either side of Garner Bagnal Boulevard back together, if pedestrian and 

bicycle facilities, particularly crosswalks, are included as part of STIP Project U-4749.   
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City officials indicated that the City Council is focused on trying to “bridge” the 

two communities (i.e., North Statesville and South Statesville) back together with 

pedestrian facilities on Garner Bagnal Boulevard.   

CIA Recommendations  

As design plans progress, NCDOT should evaluate the potential benefits of 

reconnecting neighborhood streets as right-in/right-out intersections with Garner Bagnal 

Boulevard.  The NCDOT Project Engineer should coordinate with local officials and 

NCDOT Bicycle and Pedestrian Division to determine which types of pedestrian 

accommodations would be consistent with local plans. 

Status of Project & Conclusions 

Due to budget constraints, and new NCDOT prioritization criteria, the project has 

been deleted from the TIP.  While bicycle and pedestrian mobility conditions will not 

likely worsen, the community will not benefit from the opportunity to address past 

transportation impacts imposed on this low income and minority community.  

U-4749 was one of the first Community Impact Assessments to utilize a 

community context map that not only identified key resources, but that also documented 

graphically how people move through the community from a multi-modal perspective.   

This CIA was one of the first that considered multi-modal mobility and 

accessibility to community and recreational resources, though it fell short of actually 

identifying health effects associated with the barrier effects.  

The Strategic Highway Corridor policy should be evaluated for bicycle and 

pedestrian accommodation in urban areas. 

2. I-3803B Cabarrus County
29

, 
30

, 
31

, 
32

 

Project 

This project is the reconstruction and widening of I-85 to an eight lane median 

divided facility from I-485 in Charlotte to NC 73 in Cabarrus County. 

Purpose & Need 

The purpose of the project is to provide relief from present and future congestion 

and a higher level of efficiency on I-85. 
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Context 

This project is occurring in the rapidly urbanizing area north of Charlotte, NC.  

The northern part of the study area remains partly rural and retains some farms and 

agricultural businesses.  The interchange modification at Poplar Tent Road included and 

alternative that would impact a state enabled, county designated, Voluntary Agricultural 

District (VAD).  The taking of VAD land through eminent domain requires (if so enabled 

by county ordinances) a public hearing to be held by the local Agriculture Advisory 

Board. 

Health Effects Issue 

The farm, known as the Barbee farm, has a long history in the area.  The farm 

sells fresh produce almost year-round.  The Barbees also invite church and civic based 

gleaners to remove remaining produce after they had harvested their crops.  One of the 

groups, the Society of Saint Andrew, “… picked 24,650 pounds of tomatoes, cucumbers 

and zucchini at Barbee Farms this year [2009] that was donated to local soup kitchens 

and homeless shelters to help feed the hungry.”
33

   

CIA Recommendations 

Community Planners discovered the VAD issues when reviewing the draft 

environmental document that was prepared by a consultant for NCDOT and notified the 

project development engineer of the issue.  Community Planning staff gathered additional 

information on the topic and informed the project engineer of the public hearing 

requirement. 

Status of Recommendations 

The Agriculture Advisory Board opposed the alternative that impacted the farm, 

which was originally the preferred alternative by NCDOT.  There was additional citizen 

opposition at a subsequent public hearing.   

Status of Project & Conclusions 

 NCDOT selected the alternative that did not impact the farm.  This was the first 

project at NCDOT where VAD designation, and access to healthy foods by the general 

public, and also the supply of healthy foods to low income individuals, affected the 
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decision of the Lease Environmentally Damaging Practicable Alternative, or LEDPA (the 

chosen alternative). 

3. I-0914B Vance County, through Henderson, NC
34

, 
35

, 
36

 

Project 

This project is the pavement rehabilitation and signing upgrades of I-85 from US 

158 (Milepost - 213.5) in Vance County through Warren County to the North Carolina-

Virginia State Line.  

Purpose & Need 

 The purpose of this project is to rehabilitate the pavement and replace seven 

structures that are beyond their useful life in Vance and Warren Counties. 

Context 

Given fiscal restraints, NCDOT has started closing bridges during replacement 

and detouring traffic, as opposed to staging construction and shifting traffic from one side 

of a bridge to the other, or as opposed to constructing a temporary bridge.  A team 

comprised of the project development engineer, division engineer, and structure design 

engineer evaluate the costs of upgrading potential detour routes to accommodate detoured 

traffic, as well as the length of the detour, in making a determination to provide an on-site 

detour.  Community factors are also considered in this decision.   

For this project, residential, commercial, and industrial development is 

concentrated near the southern end of the project area around Henderson.  North of 

Henderson, the surrounding area is primarily rural.  Notable minority and low income 

populations are present in the Direct Community Impact Area.  Notable bicycle and 

pedestrian activity was observed on NC 39 near its intersection with I-85, and NC 39 is 

part of US Bicycle Route 1 that runs from Florida to Maine.  A public housing project is 

located off of NC 39 north of I-85.  Several businesses and community services, 

including health care, are located off of NC 39 south of I-85. 

Health Effects Issue 

Socio-economic resources located around the interchange include a number of 

offices such as health care, family planning, and probation and parole. 
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Other Community Issues 

Other socio-economic resources located in Crossroads Shopping Center or nearby 

the NC 39 interchange include several local and state agencies.  NC 39 also serves as a 

primary route for tourists and boaters travelling to Kerr Lake. 

The CIA determined that closing the bridge, which crosses I-85, during 

construction would likely result in a disproportionately high and adverse impact to low 

income and minority populations. 

CIA Recommendations 

The CIA recommended staging construction, and stated that pedestrian 

accessibility would have to be maintained to avoid a disproportionately high and adverse 

impact to low income and minority populations.  It also recommended coordination with 

the NCDOT Division of Bicycle and Pedestrian Transportation regarding design criteria 

for bike/ped accommodation post construction. 

Status of Recommendations 

 The selected alternative included staging construction so as to maintain vehicular 

and presumably bicycle and pedestrian accessibility over the bridge during construction.  

A categorical exclusion was prepared and signed by FHWA.  

Status of Project & Conclusion 

Construction is scheduled for this project for 2014-2016.  While there were other 

factors that may have also influenced the decision to stage the construction and thereby 

maintained traffic on the bridge, this was the first CIA that stated that closing a bridge 

would result in a disproportionately high and adverse effect on low income and minority 

populations, and that stated that pedestrian access must be maintained to avoid such an 

impact. 

 

4. U-3308 Durham County, Durham, NC
37

, 
38

, 
39

, 
40

  

Project 

This project is the widening of NC 55 (Alston Avenue) from NC 147 (I.L. "Buck" Dean 

Freeway) to US 70 Business/NC 98 (Holloway Street) in Durham, NC. 
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Context 

This project could serve as a master’s project by itself.  The context is a low 

income and minority community in Durham, NC, just north of NC 147.  When NC 147 

was constructed, it bisected an African-American neighborhood called Crest Street and 

resulted in significant socio-economic impacts.  That project served as a case study for 

Environmental Justice for FHWA.
41

  This project is north of that area.  While an 

historically African-American community, notable populations of Hispanic/Latino 

residents have been moving to the area.  This project proposed to take a Latino Grocery 

Store called Los Primos that was located in an old, former, Piggly Wiggly grocery 

building.  After years of negotiations with NCDOT, the City of Durham asked FHWA to 

determine whether this project would resulting in disproportionately high and adverse 

effects to low income or minority populations.  A series of studies by NCDOT 

determined that taking the grocery would result in disproportionately high and adverse 

effects to transit and bike-ped dependent Latino populations that shopped at Los Primos 

for fresh fruits and vegetables, other staples and meats, as well as other services that 

catered to the Latino community.   

Health Effects Issue 

 While there were multiple issues associated with this project, the dominant issue 

was access to healthy foods that were not otherwise easily accessible to the Latino 

community.  The neighborhood was not served by public transportation that provided 

convenient access to other groceries.  Moreover, in field surveys indicated that a notable 

percent of residents walked or biked to Los Primos. 

Other Community Issues 

 An array of other issues, impacts, and concerns complicated this project, 

including a desire on the part of the City of Durham and other neighborhood groups to 

replace Los Primos with a national grocery store chain.  In addition, shifting the project 

off of Los Primos was going to impact the Durham Rescue Mission on the other side of 

Alston Avenue.  However, while the property of the Rescue Mission, which also 

provided services to an array of low income, minority, and substance dependent 

populations, the project would not notably impact the Rescue Mission’s services.  There 

were also groups that desired new urban design for this area, and that sought other 
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notable design changes for the project to accommodate a vision for which there was no 

political consensus. 

CIA Recommendations 

 The CIA for the project (of which there were numerous iterative updates) 

recommended either minimizing impact to the grocery, or suggesting that if other grocery 

stores were to locate in the area that they would need to provide many of the important 

services that Los Primos provided to the Latino community, and also be within an 

approximately one-quarter mile pedestrian walk-shed of Los Primos. 

Status of Recommendations 

 After additional discussions with the City of Durham, updated traffic counts, and 

consultations with FHWA, the department decided to modify the design of the project so 

as to minimize impacts to Los Primos.   

Status of Project 

The project is scheduled for construction in 2015-2016.  The design is being 

modified to incorporated certain new urban elements not previously provided for, such  

as off-peak on-street parking. 

This was one of the first major projects where the CIA reached a finding of a 

likely disproportionately high and adverse effect, and that such an impact would 

adversely affect a Latino community in North Carolina based on, to a large extent, 

bicycle and pedestrian access to fresh foods (as well as other amenities). 

 

Case Studies Conclusion 

 Each of these projects represent a departure from the norm compared to the 

overwhelming majority of other NCDOT projects, where documented community impacts, as 

well as some type of health related effect, resulted in challenges and opportunities for the 

department to choose different alternatives.  While the first project is currently unfunded, it is 

indicative of an opportunity to develop a transportation project that will help address several past 

egregious impacts by previous efforts to improve a road.  The other three all represent projects 

where health issues factored into the selection of other alternatives that reduced or eliminated 

those effects. 
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Intersections of Change 

Health Environments Collaborative & the Sustainable Communities Task Force 

In 2006, an informal group of four state agency staff interested in improving health in 

North Carolina established the Healthy Environments Collaborative.  The agencies were the NC 

Departments of Transportation, Health and Human Services, Commerce, and Environmental and 

Natural Resources.  The stated missions was to: “ Integrate and influence interdepartmental 

efforts to improve the health of North Carolina’s people, environments and economy, with an 

informal  purpose “To understand the state policy landscape that shapes built environments for 

physical activity in our state.”
42

 

In 2010, the North Carolina General Assembly passed legislation establishing the 

Sustainable Communities Task Force.
43

   According to a presentation by North Carolina 

Department of Environment and Natural Resources Assistant Secretary David Knight to the 

NCDOT Board of Transportation, “The goal of this new initiative is healthy and equitable 

development without compromising natural systems and the needs of future generations of North 

Carolinians.”
44

  There are six dominant sustainable development principles which mirror federal 

livability principals:  

1) Better transportation choices 

2) Equitable, affordable housing 

3) Enhanced economic competitiveness 

4) Support of existing communities 

5) Coordination and leverage of State policies and investment 

6) Recognize and support communities and neighborhoods
45

 

Accountability Framework 

 One deliverable of the task force is the Sustainability Blueprint, also known as the 

Accountability Framework at NCDOT.  The draft framework
46

 identifies the following 

objectives: 

 Integrate health into Blueprint framework 

 Transportation and land use integration 

 Social Investment 

 Consider public health outcomes as a part of transportation decision making 

 Enhance quality of life  

 Identify and track key health performance indicators related to transportation 

projects/programs   
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 Use Blueprint communication plan to educate about relationship between the built 

environment and health outcomes 

Those objectives are being translated into metrics that will tie into NCDOT’s Performance 

Accountability Framework, with metrics linked to the aforementioned 2040 Plan, running 

through the ten year, five year, and even one year spend plan, and will ultimately link to all units 

and activities at NCDOT, from executives, through planning and project development, to 

individual employees.
47

 

Barriers to Change 

The largest barriers to change are political and financial.  According to the 2040 NCDOT 

Plan,
48

 current funding levels are expected to remain static at approximately $1.8B per year for 

road maintenance and construction.  Annual needs range from $3.13B to simply maintain 

existing infrastructure (an annual shortfall of $1.33B per year), to $4.3B annually for a “better” 

system (over $2.5B shortfall annually), to $5.3B annually for the “best” system (over $3.5B 

shortfall annually).  The recently passed federal transportation authorization, MAP-21 (Moving 

Ahead for Progress in the 21
st
 Century Act, maintains current national funding at approximately 

the same level as in recent years.
49

  Dedicated funding for bicycle and pedestrian transportation, 

however, was cut by over 60 percent.
50

  No long-term funding plans appear to be emerging from 

Washington or the North Carolina General Assembly at present. 

FHWA identifies health impact assessment as a helpful tool, but states that “HIAs are not 

required as part of NEPA, but have been prepared voluntary, in some cases, as a supplement to 

environmental documentation.”
51

  While not a barrier, FHWA has not yet embraced the US 

Centers for Disease Control recommendations for “ ... states and communities to consider health 

impacts as part of transportation planning” and that “health impact assessments (HIAs) and 

safety audits may be a useful tool to identify the impact of a new policy, program or major 

transportation project on community and individual health.”
52

 

Another barrier to change is sometimes the lack of an implementation framework.  

Project decision making for almost all Environmental Impact Statement projects, and many 

Environmental Assessment projects at NCDOT occurs within what is known as the Merger 

Process.  The Merger Process is the decision making framework for project development at 

NCDOT.  It is summarized here:  
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The Merger Process is a process to streamline the project development and permitting 

processes, agreed to by the USACE, NCDENR (DWQ, DCM), FHWA and NCDOT and 

supported by other stakeholder agencies and local units of government. To this effect, the 

Merger process provides a forum for appropriate agency representatives to discuss and 

reach consensus on ways to facilitate meeting the regulatory requirements of Section 404 

of the Clean Water Act during the NEPA/SEPA decision-making phase of transportation 

projects.
53

  

As a NEPA practitioner and community planner at NCDOT for 10 years, it was my 

experience that if areas or topics of environmental concerns were not officially incorporated in 

the decision making framework, then absent either very conscientious project development 

engineers, or public controversy, that it was easy for non-permit, human environmental related, 

issues or impacts to be overlooked or not addressed.   

Opportunities for Change 

“Integration” 

In 2005, NCDOT, in coordination with FHWA, initiated an effort called “Integration”.
 54

  

The goals were to work on “8 [identified] linkages between long range planning and project 

development, where products from the CTP process could inform or serve as the starting point 

for NEPA/ SEPA”
55

, and thereby result in time and cost savings by streamlining some aspects of 

decision making during NEPA project development.  The eight areas of linkage were: 

CTP  NEPA 

Problem Statement  Purpose & Need 

Alternative Analysis   Alternatives Selected for Detailed Study 

Unreasonable Solutions  Alternatives Selected for 

Detailed Study 

Multi-modal Analysis  Multi-modal Alternatives 

Community Impact  

Assessment [sic] [Analysis] 

 Community Impact Analysis [sic] [Assessment] 

Land Use  Indirect & Cumulative Effects 

Public Involvement  Public Involvement 

Mitigation Opportunities  Mitigation Needs & 

Opportunities 

 

The Integration effort is still underway, and is approximately 12-18 months from broader 

implementation. 
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HIA in Long Range Planning 

On January 19-20, 2012, a group of health professional, and community and transportation 

planners met to discuss incorporating health considerations into long range planning at NCDOT.  

The outcome of the meeting included a recommendation to initiate internal “marketing” to 

include health impact assessment (HIA) in long range planning at NCDOT.   Other notable 

proposals included developing models to conduct HIA in CTP’s, identifying data needs, and 

identifying potential pilot projects.  This effort is still in developmental stages.  A meeting was 

held in September 2012 on data sources and data collection. 

Complete Streets Policy & Design Guidance 

Complete Streets Policy 

This policy requires the department to: 

 Provid[e] an efficient multi-modal transportation network in North Carolina such 

that the access, mobility, and safety needs of motorists, transit users, bicyclists, and 

pedestrians of all ages and abilities are safely accommodated; 

 … car[e] for the built and natural environments by promoting sustainable 

development practices that minimize impacts on …  residents … and other community 

values, while also recognizing that transportation improvements have significant 

potential to … contribute to … quality of life … 

 … to plan, fund, design, construct, and manage complete street networks that sustain 

mobility while accommodating walking, biking, and transit opportunities safely. 

Complete Streets Design Guidance 

This policy is supported by The NCDOT Complete Streets Design Guidelines.
56

  The 

NCDOT Division of Bicycle and Pedestrian Transportation is currently developing a training 

program that will be presented to NCDOT staff, local transportation and urban planners, and 

interested stakeholders later in 2012.    The Design Guidelines include the following statements 

regarding health: 

 Complete streets … provide healthier transportation options to North Carolina 

residents. 

 By providing more facilities for walking, biking, and active transportation, North 

Carolina is helping to combat a major public health crisis. 

 [The Complete Streets policy will] suppor[t] public health goals by increasing 

opportunities for physical activity through active transportation; 

 Complete streets can assist with the creation of healthy communities that can sustain 

our generation, as well as the generations that follow ours. 
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 Creating a network of complete streets provides choices beyond the automobile and 

allows citizens to walk, bike, and use transit, resulting in improved public health and 

livability. 

 … complete street networks should typically provide for a greater number and variety 

of crossings … [to improve access to] … neighborhood services such as dry cleaners, 

drugstores, and health clubs, particularly when these are located in close proximity 

to housing 

Blue Ridge Corridor Plan 

Blue Ridge Road in Raleigh is a heavily traveled North – South route on the west side of 

the city.  It is anchored at its south end (of the corridor study area) by the North Carolina State 

Fairgrounds, the North Carolina Museum of Art (including one of the largest outdoor art parks in 

the country, and major athletic venues for North Carolina State University.  A future rail transit 

stop is proposed for this area.  On the north end the study area is anchored by one of the largest 

shopping centers in North Carolina.  In the middle is one of North Carolina’s major hospital and 

medical complexes.  Pedestrian connectivity in the area is incomplete.  The City of Raleigh, with 

support from NCDOT, and private support just completed a corridor study for this area.  While 

the initial study is complete, a health impact assessment is underway that will help inform 

alternative decision making in the months ahead.
57

  It is the first HIA that will support corridor 

planning in North Carolina. 

State Bicycle & Pedestrian Plan 

The Division of Bicycle and Pedestrian Transportation is currently updating the 1996 

state bicycle and pedestrian plan.   The plan will be developed to include a health impact 

assessment to help inform the planning process. 

NCDOT Public Health Policy  

 It is highly notable to note that the Board of Transportation is presently (September 2012) 

reviewing a draft “Public Health Policy” to help support the mission statement.  One pertinent 

part states that “Employees are encouraged to consider the health and well-being of North 

Carolina residents in solving transportation issues among other mobility, safety, fiscal, social, 

economic and environmental factors.
58

  

 

 

 



  

19 
 

Context Sensitive Solutions & Community Impact Assessment  

Context Sensitive Solutions 

In 2012, FHWA initiated a second round of Context Sensitive Solutions (CSS) workshops, 

webinars, and conversations.  This effort is indicative of FHWA’s ongoing focus on community 

context and on the role of CSS in project decision making. 

Community Impact Assessment at NCDOT 

 The community impact assessment (CIA) and process at NCDOT remains perhaps one of 

the most important tools for advancing health effects considerations during project development 

and the NEPA process.  The Community Studies group is completing an update of Title VI and 

Environmental Justice compliance process and procedures in coordination with the NCDOT 

Office of Civil Rights.  One of the outcomes of the final draft procedure update was to include 

decision points within the NCDOT Merger Process regarding Title VI and Environmental Justice 

issues.  “Hard wiring” input points from the CIA process and documents into the Merger Process 

requires that project development engineers must assure that Title VI and Environmental Justice 

issues are identified and addressed during the project development process.
59

  NCDOT Director 

of Preconstruction Deborah M. Barbour, PE, and Division of Highways Chief Engineer Terry R. 

Gibson, PE in June 2012 verbally authorized the procedure to move forward and for the detailed 

assessment sub-processes within CIA to be finalized, which is currently underway. 

 In addition, in the prior Community Studies Team Leader Steve Gurganus (and author of 

this report), who sat on the Healthy Environments Collaborative developed with Community 

Studies Senior Planner Harrison Marshall, identified broader areas of health effects 

considerations to be included in the CIA process, in addition to topics already subject to 

consideration.  The CIA process at NCDOT is broken into two phases.  First, is the Community 

Characteristic Report (CCR), which informs the project scoping process.  The Community 

Impact Assessment is prepared after alternatives are identified and informs alternative analysis.  

The first half of the CIA is the CCR.   

 Health effects related areas currently covered, and proposed include:  

Community Characteristics, Vision, Goals, Concerns (current) 

• Socio-economic indicators 

• Economic conditions/jobs  

• Current & future land use 

• Specific community vision 
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• Readily identifiable physical activity/health related characteristics or concerns 

• Community resources & facilities, including hospital & medical 

centers/clinics 

• Access to healthy foods and shopping options (when expected to be impacted) 

• Environmental Justice (EJ) / LEP/ Traditionally Underserved Populations 

• Public safety/emergency response  (currently gathering; to be expanded esp. 

for low income/low mobility communities  

• Presence or absence of multi-modal (bike/ped/transit) infrastructure 

• Degree of bike/ped/transit accessibility 

• Transportation choices – identify areas lacking transportation choice 

• Goals & interest in Complete Streets alternatives 

• Public Involvement recommendations  

Planned Process Improvements (CCR) 

• Schools/parks – consider adding low mobility households as a specific 

measure of whether parks/facilities are “conveniently accessible” 

• Inventory of transit stops in study area 

Community Impact Assessment (current) 

• Assess project effects to above (as well as standard CIA impact topics such as 

cohesion, barrier effects, etc. 

• Assess consistency with local goals & plans 

• Assess recurring effects, or denial of benefits, to underserved populations 

• Assess if potential or likely Title VI or EJ impacts 

• Recommendations & options to address community impacts and concerns 

Planned Process Improvements (CIA) 

• Specific outreach to health officials 

• Develop standard language statements for inclusion in reports when there 

are multi-modal accessibility/mobility impacts; and link in general way to 

health and sustainability 

Public Involvement (for most projects) - (current) 

• Standard outreach measures 

• Enhanced EJ related outreach measures, if applicable 

• Standard tables to disclose *notable* effects  

Proposed Process Improvements (Public Involvement) 

 Specific notice to health officials 

Conclusion 

Health effects consideration during the NEPA process at NCDOT is affecting project decision 

making in a way as never before.  Whereas natural environmental impacts, and even other 

human environmental impacts, have traditionally ruled as the key considerations during NEPA 
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and project decision making, the consideration of health effects is more sensitive and discreet 

that has ever occurred in the past.  Along with improvements to long range planning, complete 

streets, bicycle and pedestrian planning, and other holistic goals for public policy moving 

forward, the role of community impact assessment in informing NEPA, and informing the 

public, will remain a key tool in implementation of all of those programs and projects at 

NCDOT. 
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