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Capstone Paper  

NEPA and the Importance of Getting the Public Involvement Right 

 

Overview 

In enacting NEPA, Congress recognized that nearly all Federal activities affect the 

environment in some way and mandated that, before Federal agencies make decisions, 

they must consider the effects of their actions on the quality of the human environment. 

One of the most critical steps in the process is the planning and execution of the 

engagement with the public. Public engagement aims to encourage meaningful public 

input and involvement in the process to better inform the evaluation of the environmental 

impacts and lead agency decision-making resulting from proposed Federal actions. Even 

though this is routine practice for many NEPA practitioners, the full potential for more 

actively identifying and engaging agencies and the public at large in collaborative 

environmental analysis and federal decision-making is rarely realized. Trends suggest 

that the government is moving toward earlier public involvement to ensure better 

outcomes of NEPA planning and avoid costly litigations.  

This paper proposes to study the public engagement process used during a recent Federal 

action concerning the US Marine Corps Basing of MV-22 and H-1 Aircraft in Hawaii. 

Detailed analysis will be used to identify lessons learned, best practices, and to make 

recommendations for improved collaborative outcomes. The author’s personal experience 

as a member of one of the impacted communities in Hawaii resulting from this specific 

Federal action will be incorporated into the effort. 

Background 

NEPA, CEQ and Public Involvement Mandates. CEQ’s Collaboration in 

NEPA handbook states the two major goals of the NEPA environmental analysis process: 

1) to better inform governmental decisions; and 2) and to enhance citizen involvement 

(CEQ Collaboration Handbook, 2007). Although the NEPA legislation does not explicitly 

address public involvement, CEQ Regulation Section 1506.6 provides specific mandates 

to Agencies for public involvement. Agencies are required to “make diligent efforts to 

involve the public in preparing and implementing their NEPA procedures” (CEQ 

Regulation, Sec 1506.6). These efforts would include providing notice of public hearings, 



public meetings and providing NEPA-related documents to those interested or potentially 

affected by the proposed Federal action.  

The Challenges of Getting Public Involvement Right 

Holding public hearings and meetings, soliciting information and responding to public 

comments and providing information to the public about the NEPA process and where to 

go to get relevant documents throughout the process are also important activities. One 

specific section of the regulation, however, may require additional diligence by NEPA 

practitioners. Leaders of NEPA efforts must ensure that particular segments of the local 

populations that may be affected by the Federal action are properly identified early in the 

planning stages. This aspect of NEPA planning may be particularly challenging for 

Agency planning leads who live in a different geographical area and may not be able to 

identify specific local populations and how best to communicate with them throughout 

the NEPA process. In the case of an action where the effects are primarily of local 

concern, Section 1506.6 provides a great deal of elaboration regarding the content of 

public notice. Guidance for communicating the notice includes (CEQ Regulation, Sec 

1506.6): 

 Notice to State and area-wide clearinghouses pursuant to OMB Circular 

A- 95 (Revised). 

 Notice to Indian tribes when effects may occur on reservations. 

 Following the affected State's public notice procedures for comparable 

actions. 

 Publication in local newspapers (in papers of general circulation rather 

than legal papers). 

 Notice through other local media. 

 Notice to potentially interested community organizations including small 

business associations. 

 Publication in newsletters that may be expected to reach potentially 

interested persons. 

 Direct mailing to owners and occupants of nearby or affected property. 

 Posting of notice on and off site in the area where the action is to be 

located. 

This is especially challenging in NEPA projects that cover large geographical areas and 

whose populations are a mix between city and remote rural areas. One such example that 

would provide a useful case study to examine the best practices for public involvement 

would be a recent Department of Defense (DoD) Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) 

conducted in the Hawaiian Islands to explore the Basing of MV-22 and H-1 Aircraft in 



Hawaii. The analysis of the public involvement planning and engagement activities will 

only focus on one specific environmentally affected area, Upolu Airport, and its local 

community on the island of Hawaii.  

Analysis of the Department of Defense (DoD) Environmental Impact Statement 

(EIS) for Basing MV-22 and H-1 Aircraft in Hawaii 

Overview. On August 6, 2010, a Notice of Intent (NOI) was published by the 

Department of the Navy (DON) in the Federal Register to prepare an EIS for the Basing 

of MV–22 and H–1 Aircraft in support of III Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF) 

Elements for training and readiness operations in Hawaii. (Federal Register, 2010). In 

accordance with a shift in US National Security Strategy priorities, the Marine Corps 

plans to restructure and rebase its forces in the Pacific over the next decade. These force 

structure and basing initiatives will shape the future of Marine Corps aviation as 

adjustments are made to meet the requirements of diverse current and future missions 

(DEIS, 2011). 

Background and Context for the Federal Action. The Marine Corps organizes 

for operations by forming Marine Air-Ground Task Forces (MAGTFs). A MAGTF is a 

balanced, air-ground combined organization of Marine Corps forces under a single 

commander and is the Marine Corps’ principal organization for all missions across the 

range of military operations. All MAGTFs are expeditionary, comprising four core 

elements: A command element (CE), a ground combat element (GCE), an aviation 

combat element (ACE), and a logistics combat element (LCE). The Marines train the way 

they intend to employ the MAGTFs—as combined units (DEIS factsheet, 2011). 

Marine Expeditionary Forces (MEFs) are the Marine Corps’ largest MAGTFs, task-

organized around permanent command elements and normally containing one or more 

Marine divisions, Marine aircraft wings, and Marine logistics groups. There are three 

standing MEFs across the Marine Corps. I MEF (Camp Pendleton, California) and III 

MEF (Okinawa, Japan) are assigned under Marine Forces Pacific. II MEF 

(Camp Lejeune, North Carolina) is assigned under Marine Forces Command (DEIS 

factsheet, 2011). 

Need for the Federal Action. Although III MEF is headquartered in Okinawa, 

Japan, a smaller MAGTF that is part of the larger MEF is based at Marine Corps Base 



(MCB) Hawaii Kaneohe Bay. The Kaneohe Bay elements include a command element 

(CE), the 3d Regiment (a GCE), Marine Air Group (MAG) 24 (a partial ACE), 1/ 12 

Artillery Battalion, 3rd Radio Battalion, Combat Logistics Battalion 3 (LCE), and 21st 

Dental Company, among others. The aviation component of the MAGTF is not complete 

in Hawaii. The VMM (MV-22 tilt rotor) and HMLA (H-1 helicopter) squadrons would 

complete the MAG 24 ACE by providing missing attack and medium lift capability that 

are currently supplied from other commands, hence the need to base these squadrons in 

Hawaii. (Federal Register, 2010). The EIS evaluated a proposal  to introduce up to two 

Marine MV-22 Medium Tilt rotor (VMM) squadrons with a total of 24 MV-22 aircraft, 

and one Marine H-1 Light Attack Helicopter (HMLA) squadron composed of 18 AH-1Z 

and 9 UH-1Y helicopters. The need for the proposed action was to eliminate the existing 

disaggregation of the Hawaii MAGTF that employed a work-around solution by gapping 

deployments. In order to ensure a single deployable and fully ready fighting unit to 

support III MEF operations in the western Pacific, the proposed action to move MV-22s 

and H-1 to Hawaii will complete the ACE capability within the Hawaii MAGTF.  

EIS Planning. Three options were identified for study early in the EIS process: 1) 

base at Kaneohe; 2) move entire MAGTF elsewhere; and 3) no action (Federal Register, 

2010). Since about 80% of the MAGTF was already in Hawaii, preliminary analysis 

based on operational requirements showed that the EIS focus would be to primarily look 

at impacts of bringing the VMM and HMLA squadrons to Kaneohe. Existing training 

facilities across the Hawaiian Islands (Figure 1) would be used to conduct training 

operations and maintenance of MAGTF readiness. The Marines were already utilizing 

these military training facilities to fulfill training and readiness needs. Additionally, 

civilian airports are used for training operations with prior coordination amongst relevant 

Federal, state and local agencies. The existing training facilities are shown in Figure 1 

(DEIS factsheet, 2011). Upolu Airport located on the northern tip of the island of Hawaii 

was included in this chart. Upolu is a state-owned uncontrolled airport that has been used 

in the past as part of military training exercises. Including Upolu Airport on this military 

training area chart seemed to imply that Upolu was being considered for integration into 

the larger military training range facilities at Army’s Pohakuloa Training Area (PTA) 

even though this was not explicitly stated in the scoping documents.  



 

Figure 1. Training Areas in Hawaii (Source: DEIS factsheet, 2011) 

 

The “operational requirements” criteria were disclosed in the scoping materials. The 

initial operational criteria used to develop the three alternatives to base the MV-22 and H-

1 squadrons were: 1) access for global deployment; 2) within 65 NM of training area; 3) 

meets airfield requirements; and 4) has sufficient capacity (MCB Kaneohe EIS Project 

website).  

Proposed Action and Alternatives (Federal Register, 2010) 

The proposed action would include the following: 

. Base and operate up to two VMM squadrons and one HMLA squadron in Hawaii.  

. Construct facilities necessary to accommodate and maintain the VMM and HMLA 

squadrons, including new construction and replacement and/or renovation of taxiways, 

aprons, hangars, support facilities, and infrastructure such as roadways and utilities.  

.  Conduct VMM and HMLA training and readiness operations and special exercise   

operations to attain and maintain proficiency in the employment of the aircraft. These 

operations may occur at training facilities statewide and may include construction of 

new landing zones and improvements to existing landing zones at selected training 

facilities.  

The Public Scoping meeting displays (MCB Kaneohe EIS Project website) dated Sep 10, 

2010 show the alternatives as: 



Alternative A:  

• Base and operate up to two VMM squadrons and one HMLA squadron at MCB Hawaii 

Kaneohe Bay. Construct facilities on southeast side of the runway. 

• Construct new landing zones and upgrade existing landing zones at other Department of 

Defense sites currently used by the Marine Corps. 

• Reactivate/redevelop the Molokai Training Support Facility 

 Conduct training and readiness operations at training facilities statewide. 

Alternative B: 

• Base and operate up to two VMM squadrons and one HMLA squadron at MCB Hawaii 

Kaneohe Bay. Construct facilities on southeast and northwest side (West Field) of the 

runway. Construct underpass under the runway. 

• Construct new landing zones and upgrade existing landing zones at other Department of 

Defense sites currently used by the Marine Corps. 

• Reactivate/redevelop the Molokai Training Support Facility. 

  • Conduct training and readiness operations at training facilities statewide. 

Alternative C: 

• No action. VMM and HMLA squadrons are not based in Hawaii. No facilities are 

constructed. 

Re-basing of the entire MAGTF to another location outside Hawaii was not considered a 

reasonable alternative due to cost, timing and potential environmental impacts. Figure 2 

shows the main NEPA process activities and schedule for the USMC Basing EIS. 



 

Figure 2. Schedule (Source: MCB Kaneohe EIS Project Website) 

 

Opportunities for Public Involvement. Early coordination with the public, as well as 

with federal, state, and local agencies, is an essential ingredient in the project 

development process. Early coordination helps in determining the appropriate level of 

documentation, developing the project's purpose and need discussion, determining 

alternatives, identifying issues of concern, the scope of the environmental resources that 

would be affected by the project, permit requirements, possible mitigation measures, and 

opportunities for environmental enhancements. CEQ (CEQ Collaboration Handbook, 

2007) requires that as early as possible in the environmental review process, the public be 

provided with opportunities for involvement in defining the purpose and need and the 

range of alternatives to be considered, before final decisions on purpose and need and 

alternatives are made. The DON invited the public’s participation in the MV-22 and H-1 

Basing EIS shortly after kicking off the project. 

A public scoping process was initiated in August 2010 by the DON to elicit community 

concerns and to identify specific issues that would need to be addressed in the EIS. The 



2010 scoping meetings in the form of open houses were scheduled on the islands of 

Hawaii, Oahu, and Molokai as follows: August 24 at Hilo High School Cafeteria (5–8 

p.m.), August 25 at Waikoloa Elementary & Middle School Cafeteria (4–7 p.m.), August 

26 at King Intermediate School Cafeteria in Kaneohe (5–8 p.m.), August 28 at 

Kaunakakai Elementary School Library (1–4 p.m.), and August 30 at Waimanalo 

Elementary & Intermediate School Cafeteria (5–8 p.m.) (Federal Register, 2010). The 

draft EIS is dated November 4, 2011 and a Notice of Availability (NOA) and public 

meeting schedule were posted to the Federal Register November 10, 2011. (Federal 

Register, 2011). This posting began the 45 day public comment period for the draft EIS. 

Five public meetings in the form of open houses were also posted: 1) Wednesday, 

November 30, 2011, Waimea Elementary School Cafeteria, Kamuela, HI, 5:30–6:30 

p.m.: NHPA Section 106 input, 6:30–8:30 p.m.; open house; 2) Thursday, December 1, 

2011, Hilo Intermediate School Cafeteria, 587 Waianuenue Avenue, Hilo, HI, 4:30– 5:30 

p.m.: NHPA Section 106 input, 5:30–7:30 p.m.; open house; 3) Tuesday, December 6, 

2011, Mililani Middle School Cafeteria, 95– 1140 Lehiwa Drive, Mililani, HI, 5:30– 6:30 

p.m.: NHPA Section 106 input, 6:30–8:30 p.m.; open house; 4) Wednesday, December 7, 

2011, Waimanalo Elementary & Intermediate School Cafeteria, 41–1330 Kalanianaole 

Highway, Waimanalo, HI, 5:30–6:30 p.m.: NHPA Section 106 input, 6:30– 8:30 p.m.; 

open house; and 5) Thursday, December 8, 2011, Castle High School Cafeteria, 45–386 

Kaneohe Bay Drive, Kaneohe, HI, 5:30–6:30 p.m.: NHPA Section 106 input, 6:30–9 

p.m.; open house (Federal Register, 2011). 

Analysis of the Public Involvement Activities Concerning Upolu Airport in North 

Kohala. The DEIS shows Upolu in the list of island-wide military training areas in the 

northern tip on the island of Hawaii in the Kohala Mountain range (DEIS, 2011). The 

draft EIS describes the military use of Upolu Airport as a confined area landing (CAL) 

site for the future Marine Corps MV-22s and H-1s. (DEIS, 2011). In fact, Upolu is a 

general aviation airport and 800 aviation events were estimated for 2009. Table 1 below 

shows that aviation events projected for Upolu in 2018 would be 1,291 if the airport were 

integrated into the regular military training schedule. This represents a 23% use increase 

of Upolu across all flight activities and a 98% increase of use for military training 

activities. 



 

Table 1. 2018 Upolu Projected Annual Operations (Source: DEIS, 2011) 

The DEIS also states that “Upolu Airport was previously used for military training 

operations. These included night vision training by the Marine Corps; training by a 

Hawaii Army National Guard medical unit using Blackhawk helicopters, including 

proficiency and stop‐and‐go flights; Hawaii Air National Guard C‐130s; and helicopter 

flight training by the U.S. Coast Guard, as well as use by C‐130s in emergencies…. No 

Marine Corps activities occurred in 2009” (DEIS, 2011). 

Soon after the release of the DEIS and before the open houses, articles and blog posts 

began to appear in local island newspapers (BIW, 2011) and internet media. Many 

residents of small rural towns in the immediate vicinity of Upolu Airport began to read 

about “increased militarization” (Peace and Justice, 2011) and a projected increase of 

Upolu air activities over 250 military missions in a year (WHT, 2011). For many 

residents living in North Kohala in the small rural towns of Hawi and Kapaau, this was 



the first source of information regarding the increased military activities at Upolu. Initial 

scoping documents and public meetings held some distance from Hawi and Kapaau 

(Waikoloa, 33 miles and Hilo, 75 miles) contained specific references to Upolu Airport 

that were not presented in the Federal Register or in newspapers that announced the 

events.  

Residents that would be most likely be impacted the most by increased activities at Upolu 

remained largely unaware of these details until after the DEIS was published and posted 

for review in November 2011. In fact, an article in West Hawaii Today (WHT, 2011) that 

announced the DEIS review public meetings and discussed the impacts of increased 

activities at Upolu caught the community off-balance. Word quickly spread throughout 

the North Kohala community via word-of-mouth and e-mail which led to anger, 

misinformation, and a growing distrust of the military and local officials in general. The 

Army training range at PTA is usually not a concern with North Kohala residents due to 

the distance to the range and its isolation between the slopes of the fourteen thousand foot 

mountains of Mauna Loa and Mauna Kea. Local residents, fired up by the WHT article 

began to mobilize the local population against the use of Upolu airport for any increase in 

military operations. On November 30, 2011, about 20 people from the local North Kohala 

community showed up or the public meeting in Waimea. (YouTube video, 2011). The 

first hour of the meeting in Waimea was originally scheduled for NHPS 106 input but the 

USMC pilots, MCB Kaneohe public affairs officer, NAVFAC Pearl Harbor POCs and 

EIS subcontractor representatives were pelted with Kohala community concerns about 

increased noise, cultural and historic impacts near Upolu (King Kamehameha birthplace 

and local shrine), dramatic up scaling of military missions, and negative impacts of 

increased military presence to tourism-based local economy (YouTube video, 2011). 

Review of the video recording also showed that the community did not understand many 

of the military terms used in explaining the purpose and need of the Federal action, the 

alternatives and the main findings of the DEIS. Collaboration was a non-starter for 

building trust and eliciting input from the immediately impacted community near Upolu. 

The main community complaints centered around: increased noise around Upolu that 

would impact homeowners within a few miles of the airport; impact on historic and 

cultural resources (King Kamehameha birthplace and sacred site); and increased visibility 



of military operations’ impacts on the local tourist-based economy. Oral and written 

comments were recorded from the Waimea session as well as written comments 

submitted via letters and e-mails (FEIS, 2012). 

The Record of Decision (ROD).  Approximately 127 people attended the open houses. 

Seven people gave oral comments that were recorded by staff, and 56 people spoke 

during the public forum part of the open houses. In total, 175 written comments were 

received at the open houses, by mail, and by email via the project website (FEIS, 2012). 

All written comments received were reviewed, considered, and addressed, as appropriate, 

in the Final EIS (ROD, 2012) Upolu was dropped as an option for a CAL site for the 

Marines (WHT, 2012). It will only be used as a divert site and for emergency landings 

from PTA. 

Lessons Learned. The CEQ Handbook for NEPA Practitioners lists nine benefits of 

collaboration: 1) Better Information. By engaging relevant expertise, including 

scientific and technical expertise, and knowledge of a local resource, a collaborative body 

can reach a more informed agreement and advise decision-makers accordingly. Similarly, 

the diversity of perspectives, transparency and openness of collaborative processes tend 

to encourage creative thinking, which can also lead to more informed decisions; 2) 

Fairer Process. Effective collaboration involves most or all interests involved in an 

issue. This increases the likelihood that important interests, particularly those from 

traditionally disadvantaged or under-represented communities, will be invited to 

participate in a process; 3) Better Integration. Since collaboration emphasizes a sharing 

of ideas, opinions, and sometimes resources, it can also enhance integration and 

coordination among jurisdictions. For example, NEPA’s interdisciplinary framework has 

the potential to allow agencies to integrate, coordinate, and streamline the multiple 

reviews and analyses associated with different legal and permitting requirements and 

serve to reduce delays and make time lines more predictable; 4) Conflict Prevention. 

Parties working collaboratively on a NEPA analysis can surface and resolve differences 

as they arise, thus preventing conflict or at least mitigating its impact; 5) Improved Fact-

Finding. Innovative tools such as joint fact- finding (an inclusive and deliberative 

process to foster mutual learning and resolve disputes over scientific and technical 

issues), collaborative monitoring (where the collaborative group participates in the 



monitoring of environmental impacts), adaptive management (a process that emphasizes 

learning from the outcomes of management actions), and others can bring parties to a 

common understanding of the facts that underlie issues being tackled by a collaborative 

group. If the parties cannot agree on a decision, they may at least be able to agree on the 

methodology for producing technical information; 6) Increased Social Capital. 

Collaboration can produce long-lasting intangible benefits like social capital. 

Collaborative processes can build trust between people who will work together on other 

projects, lead to the formation of partnerships, and increase public confidence in 

government; 7) Easier Implementation. Collaboration can enhance and ease the 

implementation of a decision. If stakeholders feel vested in a decision, they will have a 

stake in  its implementation. They can also bring the knowledge they gained during the 

collaborative process to bear on decisions relating to monitoring, enforcement, and other 

issues; 8) Enhanced Environmental Stewardship. Collaboration can promote 

stewardship of human and natural resources through mutual understandings and 

cooperation; and 9) Reduced Litigation. Collaboration can reduce the likelihood of 

litigation by including key stakeholders early and often, solving problems at the lowest 

possible level as   they arise, and building agreements between stakeholders. Even if 

litigation ensues, the collaborative process may help narrow issues and make them more 

amenable to agreement. (CEQ Collaboration Handbook, 2007). All of these benefits of 

collaboration could have been better achieved if the public involvement process had 

included considerations for affected rural communities and how to better communicate 

the aims of the EIS and alternatives to the local population in Hawi and Kapaau. The 

selection of sites for public open house meetings should have considered where the 

affected populations are actually located with respect to Upolu Airport. 

Additional Best Practices (from other case studies) 

A literature review was conducted to explore best practices from other public 

involvement models that could potentially improve public collaboration and build greater 

trust between government entities and private citizens. Clear and well-defined pubic 

involvement procedures were found in the Tennessee (Tennessee DOT, 2012) and Idaho 

(Idaho DOT, 2012) DOT Public Involvement Plans. Both documents stressed early 

collaborative engagement with the public to elicit important knowledge from the public 



and to build trust between the public and private stakeholders involved in the Federal 

action. 

Summary and Conclusions 

The biggest takeaway from this study is that careful planning in the early stages of EIS 

planning must be done in order to identify and target specific communities that will be 

affected by the proposed action. Proposed actions that may involve one alternative that is 

geographically contained may also have relevant parts that are located in different 

geographical areas. The affected populations must be understood from official record or 

from local sources familiar with the local communities and its norms. Public forums to 

solicit input from the public that informs Agency decision-making can only be effective 

if the right populations are identified from the early stages of EIS planning and 

throughout the NEPA process. Failure to do so decreases trust between the government 

and citizens, impedes effective collaborative planning and analysis of alternatives, and 

wastes valuable resources. 
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Appendix A: DEIS Chap 6 Impacts Summary (MCB Kaneohe EIS Project website, 

http://www.mcbh.usmc.mil/mv22h1eis/documents.html). Table A-1 below:  
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Table A-1. FEIS Summary of Impacts for Upolu Airport 

 

 

 

 

 

 


