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Floodplain and Wetland Assessment 

of the P-Area Trail Extension for a CERCLA Action 

 on the Savannah River Site 

 

1.0 Introduction 

 

Executive Order 11988-Floodplain Management (May 24, 1977) and Executive Order 11990-Protection 

of Wetlands (May 24, 1977) require federal agencies to evaluate, and to the extent possible minimize, the 

impacts of their projects on floodplains and wetlands.  The U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) established 

policy and procedures to consider impacts on floodplains and wetlands as part of its decision-making 

process in 10 CFR 1022 – Compliance with Floodplain and Wetland Environmental Review 

Requirements.  Under this DOE regulation, a floodplain or wetland assessment is required for any activity 

involving floodplains or wetlands, per 10 CFR 1022 (d) (1) – (2).  Furthermore, 10 CFR 1022.11 (a) 

requires DOE to determine the applicability of the floodplain management and wetlands protection 

requirements in 10 CFR 1022, Subpart B, concurrent with its review of a proposed action to determine 

appropriate National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) or Comprehensive Environmental Response, 

Liability, and Compensation Act (CERCLA) process requirements.  Determination of the appropriate 

NEPA process is discussed in Section 3.0, Project Description. 

 

This assessment has been prepared by DOE-Savannah River (DOE-SR) in accordance with the 

requirements of 10 CFR 1022.13 to evaluate potential impacts to floodplains and wetlands from the 

construction of the P-Area trail extension at the Savannah River Site (SRS).  The provisions of 10 CFR 

1022.13 (c) permit an assessment to be prepared separately for those floodplain and wetland actions for 

which neither an Environmental Assessment (EA) nor Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) is required.  

DOE-SR has determined the need for this floodplain and wetland assessment per 10 CFR 1022.5 (e) since 

the proposed action will require the discharge of fill material into wetlands. 

 

2.0 Background 

 

DOE-SR is engaged in numerous environmental contaminant remediation activities across the SRS under 

the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA).  Sampling 

and Analysis Plan Addendum for the P-Area Groundwater Operable Unit (U) (SRNS-RP-2018-00261, 
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Rev. 1, August 2018) describes ongoing CERCLA activities in P-Area, including surface water sampling 

requirements.  The proposed action will provide safe access to surface water sampling locations. 

 

3.0 Project Description 

 

DOE-SR proposes the construction of a trail extension to provide safe passage for off-road utility 

vehicles accessing surface water sampling locations in headwater wetlands associated with Steel Creek.  

Steep slopes in this area create significant hazards for pedestrian access (Figure 1).  Avoiding wetland 

impacts would require substantial cutting of steep slopes and removal of mature overstory trees that 

provide bank stabilization in an area of radiological contamination.  The proposed activity will require 

the placement of gabions into 0.037 acre (1,594 square feet) of jurisdictional wetlands; mitigation will 

be used to compensate for unavoidable wetland impacts.    

 

DOE-SR plans to conduct the proposed action under its provisions for application of a categorical 

exclusion pursuant to 10 CFR 1021.410.  DOE-SR has deemed that the proposed action is categorically 

excluded as it satisfies all the requirements under 10 CFR 1021.410 (b) (1) - (3): 

 

• The proposed action fits within the class of actions listed in 10 CFR 1021, Subpart D, Appendix 

B, specifically Categorical Exclusion B6.1, Cleanup Actions.  An SRS Environmental Evaluation 

Checklist (EEC) for the proposed action is provided in Appendix A. 

 

• No extraordinary circumstances exist that may affect the significance of the environmental effects 

of the proposed action, and; 

 

• The proposed action is not being segmented (i.e., is not connected to or otherwise related to other 

proposed actions with potentially significant or cumulatively significant impacts) to meet the 

definition of a categorical exclusion.  The proposed action is a stand-alone activity and not part of 

a larger project being evaluated with an EA or EIS. 

 

Furthermore, none of the conditions that are integral elements for Class B actions listed at 10 CFR 1021, 

Subpart D, Appendix B (1) - (5) exist for the proposed action that would otherwise negate qualification 

for categorical exclusion.  While the proposed action will take place in wetlands which are considered an 

environmentally sensitive resource per 10 CFR 1021, Subpart D, Appendix B (4) (iii), it is not anticipated 

that the proposed action has the potential to cause significant impacts on these resources.  The loss of 

wetland services resulting from the proposed action will be offset with compensatory mitigation in 

accordance with accepted regulatory protocols. 
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3.1 Description of Wetlands 

 

The subject site is located in headwater wetlands associated with Steel Creek (Figure 1) (Photograph 1).  

Wetland vegetation observed at the project site included mosquito fern (Azolla caroliniana), sedge (Carex 

sp.), floating pennywort (Hydrocotyle ranunculoides), jewel-weed (Impatiens capensis), riceleaf cutgrass 

(Leersia oryzoides), water lily (Nymphaea odorata), mermaidweed (Proserpinaca palustris), lizard’s tail 

(Saururus cernuus), and bur-reed (Sparganium americanum).  The wetland ranking for jewel-weed is 

Facultative Wetland (FACW); the remainder of the species are ranked as Obligate (OBL).  FACW plants 

are defined as those that nearly always occur in areas of prolonged flooding or require standing water or 

saturated soils but may, on rare occasions, occur in non-wetlands.  OBL wetland plants are defined as 

those that always occur in standing water or in saturated soils. 

 

Wetlands are defined under Section 404 of the Clean Water Act as requiring positive evidence of three 

criteria: 1) hydrophytic vegetation, 2) hydric soils, and 3) wetland hydrology.  Hydrophytic vegetation is 

considered to be present when all species are ranked as FACW or OBL.  The subject site meets the 

hydrophytic vegetation criterion.  Soils were not sampled because of potential radiological contamination 

but are conservatively assumed to meet hydric soil criteria because of long-term or permanent inundation.  

Likewise, the presence of long-term or permanent inundation satisfies the wetland hydrology criterion.  

The site is considered to be a jurisdiction wetland based on the presence of positive evidence of the three 

wetland criteria.  Wetlands were identified using criteria specified in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

(USACE) 1987 Wetland Delineation manual and current USACE supplemental guidance.  

 

 

3.2 Description of Floodplains 

 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) are the most 

authoritative information available for floodplains on SRS.  Where floodplains of SRS streams are 

mapped by FEMA, they are classified as a Special Flood Hazard Area (SFHA) subject to inundation by 

the one percent annual chance flood (100-year flood).  The SFHAs are further defined as Zone A (no base 

flood elevation determined) and Zone AE (base flood elevation determined).  The SFHAs meet the 

definitions of base floodplain and critical action floodplain defined by 10 CFR 1022.4. 
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The Federal Flood Risk Management Standard (FFRMS) identifies three approaches for establishing the 

FFRMS elevation and flood hazard area: 

 

1. Utilizing the best-available, actionable hydrologic and hydraulic data and methods that integrate 

current and future changes in flooding based on climate science (heretofore referred to as the 

“climate-informed science approach); 

 

2. Freeboard (Base Flood Elevation (BFE) + X feet); and 

 

3. 500-year flood elevation.  

 

The closest mapped floodplain is further downstream on Steel Creek, beginning at the downstream side of 

the L-Lake dam and extending downstream until merging with the Savannah River floodplain.  The 

elevation of the project site is approximately 100 feet higher than the end of the Steel Creek floodplain at 

the L-Lake dam.  The proposed action does not occur in a FEMA-mapped floodplain (100-year BFE).  

Furthermore, the subject site does not occur in a flood hazard area identified with any of the three FFRMS 

approaches. 

 

 

4.0 Effects of the Proposed Action on Wetlands and Floodplains 

 

The proposed action is the construction of the P-Area trail extension that will require the placement of 

gabions in 0.037 acre (1,594 square feet) of Steel Creek headwater wetlands, which constitutes a negative 

and direct effect on wetland vegetation, soils, and hydrology that also is both a short-term and long-term 

effect.  The overall effect on wetlands is insignificant because the magnitude of impact is only 0.037 acre.  

Furthermore, the loss of wetland services associated with the 0.037-acre impact will be compensated for 

with wetland mitigation.  The proposed action will not occur in a floodplain or flood hazard area defined 

in the FFRMS. 

 

The effects of the proposed P-Area trail extension construction on floodplain and wetland values was 

considered for conservation of existing flora and fauna, cultural resources, cultivated resources, aesthetic 

values, and public interest.  The proposed action is considered to have an insignificant effect on 

conservation of existing flora and fauna because the magnitude of wetland impact is only 0.037 acre. Trail 

extension construction will not impact cultural resources because the subject site was substantially 

impacted by previous P Reactor operations.  The proposed action will not impact cultivated resources 

because they do not exist on SRS.  Construction of the P-Area trail extension is not considered to 
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negatively impact aesthetic values because the project will occur at a location with minimal aesthetic 

value.  The proposed action will not affect existing public interest associated with the location of the 

project site.  The wetlands subject to the proposed action will not survive, function, or have quality 

because the wetland loss is permanent.  Although the wetland impact is insignificant (0.037 acre), losses 

will be compensated with mitigation. 

 

5.0 Alternatives Evaluated 

 

The purpose of the P-Area trail extension is to provide safe worker access to surface water sampling 

locations required for CERCLA regulatory compliance.  The preferred alternative is to construct the P-

Area trail extension that requires 0.037 acre of wetland impact and does not necessitate soil disturbance in 

an area of radiological contamination.  The no-action alternative is to not construct the trail extension, 

which would expose workers to substantial safety risks, particularly slips, trips, and falls, when accessing 

the surface water sampling locations.  An alternative that avoids direct wetland impacts and provides safe 

worker access would require substantial cutting of steep slopes in an area of radiological contamination, 

as well as removal of large overstory trees that could cause soil destabilization and sedimentation of 

adjacent wetlands (Photograph 2). 

 

The preferred alternative has an insignificant effect on wetlands because the magnitude of impact is only 

0.037 acre which will be compensated for with wetland mitigation.  The no-action alternative of not 

constructing the trail extension does not address worker safety and is considered infeasible.  The wetland 

impact avoidance alternative is orders of magnitude more expensive because of the need to remove soil 

from a steep slope in an area of radiological contamination.  Furthermore, soil disturbance and tree 

removal could result in wetland sedimentation exceeding the impacts of the preferred alternative.  For 

these reasons, the wetland avoidance alternative is considered infeasible. 

 

6.0 Mitigation 

 

The proposed action is the construction of the P-Area trail extension that will require the placement of 

gabions in 0.037 acre (1,594 square feet) of Steel Creek headwater wetlands.  Although this impact is 

insignificant, compensatory mitigation will be provided by debiting 0.41 credit from the Savannah River 

Site Wetland Mitigation Bank (SRSWMB).  The Required Wetland Mitigation Credit Table and 

Worksheet is provided in Appendix B.  The proposed action will not occur in a floodplain, thus negating 
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the need for floodplain mitigation. 

 

7.0 Summary and Conclusions 

 

DOE-SR is proposing the construction of the P-Area trail extension to provide safe worker access to 

surface water sampling locations.  Trail construction would result in 0.037 acre of permanent wetland 

impact.  The subject site is not located in a floodplain.  Effects on wetlands were determined to be 

insignificant because the magnitude of impact is only 0.037 acre and the impacts will be compensated for 

with wetland mitigation.  The no-action alternative of not constructing the trail extension does not address 

the project purpose of providing safe worker access to surface water sampling locations and is considered 

infeasible.  The wetland impact avoidance alternative is substantially more expensive and could have 

greater wetland impact.  The project site is not located in a floodplain.  There are no cumulative impacts 

not addressed with mitigation. 

 

DOE-SR will publish, in accordance with 10 CFR Part 1022.12, a Notice of Proposed Wetland Action 

based on the information in this document.  The Notice will include a brief description of the proposed 

action and project location.  The Notice will be published so that it provides an opportunity for a 15-day 

public review and comment period.  DOE-SR will consider substantive comments for reevaluating the 

practicability of alternatives and mitigation. 
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Photograph 1.  Area of proposed wetland impacts.
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Photograph 2.  Steep slope and large overstory trees left and center of photograph, area of wetland impact 

at right edge of photograph. 
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Appendix A 

Environmental Evaluation Checklist No. CBU-P-2020-0022, Revision 2 
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Appendix B 

Required Wetland Mitigation Credit Table and Worksheet 
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