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Background:   

The Farm Bill, Pub. L. 113-79 (Section 8206) and the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2014 

(Section 417) provide the authority for the Forest Service to enter into sole source contracts and Good 

Neighbor Agreements with state agencies to perform forest, rangeland and watershed restoration 

services, including timber sales, when similar and complementary activities occur on and off federal 

land.   
 

 The Farm Bill permanently authorizes the Good Neighbor Authority (GNA) for both FS and BLM, with 

specific limitations. The Farm Bill extends the authority nationwide and Puerto Rico, but excludes 

construction, reconstruction, repair, or restoration of paved or permanent roads or parking areas and 

construction, alteration, repair, or replacement of public buildings or works; as well as projects in 

wilderness areas, wilderness study areas, and lands where vegetation removal is prohibited. 

 

 The FY14 Appropriations Act renews and expands the expired Colorado Good Neighbor Authority to all 

states with NFS lands through FY18. It allows for states to perform watershed restoration and protection 

services on NFS lands when similar and complementary services are performed by the state on adjacent 

state or private lands. This authority will primarily be used for road reconstruction work in connection 

with other restoration activities. Sideboards to this authority are: excludes new construction of paved or 

permanent roads, parking areas, or public buildings or works, and projects in wilderness areas, 

wilderness study areas, or lands where removal of vegetation is prohibited or restricted. 

 

The Goal:   

The primary goal of GNA is to provide another tool to increase the pace and scale of restoration at a watershed 

scale and to strengthen partnerships between state and federal agencies to get more done across jurisdictional 

boundaries.    Specifically, GNA allows for the ability to: 

1. Work across jurisdictional boundaries and treat the landscape in a mixed ownership setting 

2. Increase collaborative opportunities to address land management challenges 

3. Leverage state resources (and Federal funding  if available) to increase capacity to accomplish work on 

National Forest System lands 

4. Strengthen the federal/state partnership 

 

Important Details:   

 The FS will implement the Farm Bill authority as the primary authority when entering into Good 

Neighbor Agreements with willing states, but make the Appropriations authority available to States 

upon request.  When necessary, the two authorities can be blended together on a project. 

 

 GNA allows for a broad range of forest, watershed and rangeland restoration: 

o Project planning including environmental analysis (ex. Botany surveys, wildlife surveys, state ID 

team member) 

o Project preparation work: treatment area design and layout and sale preparation (ex. Unit layout, 

timber marketing, property line surveying) 

o Fuel reduction, commercial timber removal and reforestation  

o Road reconstruction (Appropriations Act ONLY)  



o Road maintenance and decommissioning (ex. BMP work)  

o Noxious weed treatment 

o Other restoration work (fish passage improvements, aspen fencing…) 

o Monitoring of restoration activities 

 

 Forest Service retains responsibility for all NEPA decisions and must approve silviculture 

prescriptions and marking guides  

 

1. The Forest Service developed four Good Neighbor Authority agreement templates which can be found 

here. (http://www.fs.fed.us/farmbill/gna.shtml) 

Each template has the following common themes: 

 Has elements of partnership agreements without a matching requirement 

 Allows states to follow their own procurement policies for sub-contracts; the state will 

have primary oversight of the work performed under the agreement.   

 Allows program income from GNA timber sale receipts to fund restoration work within 

a watershed on all ownerships (does not have to be adjacent to the project.   

 Authorizes States to act on behalf of the FS to perform work on NFS lands.  In turn, 

using program income the USFS could also accomplish work on state land, where 

appropriate. 

 Allows flexibility in funding the project(s) using FS, State, and third-party 

contributions to perform work collaboratively. 

 

 The State of Montana is currently working with U.S. Forest Service Northern Region staff to explore 

how this new Authority can best be used to meet cross-boundary goals and objects across the state.   

 

Resources: 

2. The National Forest Foundation hosted a webinar with the Washington Office on 7/10 and 7/13 titled 

“Rollout of the Good Neighbor Authority Agreement Templates.  That webinar can be found here.  

https://nationalforestfoundation.adobeconnect.com/_a961852781/p1m6tf4mebz/?launcher=false&fcsCo

ntent=true&pbMode=normal 

 

3. U.S. Forest Service Q&A Factsheet http://www.fs.fed.us/farmbill/gna.shtml 

 

 

http://www.fs.fed.us/farmbill/gna.shtml
https://nationalforestfoundation.adobeconnect.com/_a961852781/p1m6tf4mebz/?launcher=false&fcsContent=true&pbMode=normal


Forest stand on the Rim Ranger District of the Coconino National Forest in Arizona. Photo by USDA Forest Service, Brady Smith.

Proposed National 
Environmental Policy Act Rule 

The Forest Service, an agency of the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture (USDA), is proposing revisions to 
its National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 
regulations. These regulations are a key component of 
how the agency performs environmental analysis and 
makes decisions. NEPA requires agencies to analyze 
the environmental effects of proposed actions prior 
to making decisions. This process helps the Forest 
Service in its mission to sustain the health, diversity, 
and productivity of the Nation’s forests and grasslands 
to meet the needs of present and future generations.

The Forest Service last updated its NEPA regulations 
in 2008. Since then, challenges like extended 
droughts, insect infestations, and diseases have 
made the effort to protect people, communities, and 
resources from threats like catastrophic wildfires more 
difficult due to strain on available staff and resources 
across all mission areas.

The proposed rule is the result of robust input from 
agency personnel, the public, and other stakeholders. 
The changes in the proposed rule will help the 
Forest Service better manage sustainable, healthy, 
and productive national forests and grasslands. As a 
result of the changes, the agency will be better able 
to accomplish important work without sacrificing its 
commitment to delivering high-quality, science-based 
analysis. The updates in the proposed rule incorporate 
lessons learned and experience gained from staff and 
partners over the past 10 years.
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Proposed rule highlights include that it:
• Equips the Forest Service with new tools and 

added flexibility to do more work that readily 
addresses the worsening conditions we are all 
seeing on forests and rangelands.

• Ensures the agency does the right amount of 
environmental analysis to fit the work, locations, 
and conditions. It reduces redundancy in analysis 
for similar work, under like conditions. 

• Adopts proven practices and applies lessons 
learned from experiences and other agencies.

• Adds new categorical exclusions that improve 
the Forest Service’s ability to maintain and repair 
infrastructure people need to use and enjoy 
forests, roads, trails, campgrounds, and other 
facilities.

• Meets both the spirit and intention of the NEPA.

The proposed rule will be published in the Federal 
Register on June 13, 2019, which initiates a 60-day 
public comment period and a minimum 120-day 
Tribal consultation period. The Forest Service expects 
to publish the rule revising the NEPA regulations in 
summer 2020.

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender.



Examples of Categorical Exclusions
Many of the changes in the proposed rule are 
based on adding or expanding existing categorical 
exclusions. Categorical Exclusions (CEs) are a list 
of activities that agencies have determined, from 
analysis and experience, to not have significant 
environmental impact and, therefore, do not to 
require extensive environmental analysis. There are 
exceptions based on extraordinary circumstances, 
and activities must be within the size and scope of 
what is described in the CE. If the action does not fit 
within a category, or if extraordinary circumstances 
apply, the agency must conduct an environmental 
assessment to determine whether there are potential 
significant effects. If the agency finds that the activity 
will result in no significant effects, a decision can be 
made to proceed. If significant effects are possible or 
likely, an environmental impact statement is required 
to determine how best to serve people in a way that 
responsibly protects shared natural resources. 

On average, an environmental assessment takes 
687 days to complete. Average time to complete a 
CE takes just 206 days. By using the new CEs in the 
proposed rule, the Forest Service could potentially 
complete analysis between 30 and 480 days earlier 
on applicable projects. These figures represent the 
amount of time from when the analysis starts to 
its completion. The figures do not represent actual 
days worked on the analysis. They are also based 
on averages and do not factor in extraordinary 
circumstances.

The CEs covered in the proposed rule fall into three 
general categories: (1) those covering restoration 
activities, (2) those covering infrastructure activities, 
and (3) those covering special uses. Some examples 
of the types of work that could be approved, based on 
hundreds of analyzed environmental assessments, are 
listed below. 

Restoration projects— 
Removing trees affected by insects or disease through 
commercial timber harvest in combination with 
stream restoration in a 4,200-acre area to improve 
forest health and watershed conditions is one 
example of a restoration project. Restoration projects 
could also include reducing overgrown areas around 
a community and improving wildlife habitat through 
mechanical thinning and use of prescribed burning.

Infrastructure projects—
An example of an infrastructure project would be 
the decommissioning of several miles of poorly 
located and difficult-to-maintain roads or trails 
that are causing resource damage.  Another 
example would be a project to relocate, build, and 
decommission campsites along a forest road or in 
a developed campground to improve visitor safety 
and convenience or to improve natural resource 
conditions.

Special uses and permitting—
One example would be issuing a special-use 
authorization to build a water pipeline and storage 
tank for an area with poor water supply and quality. 
Another would be authorizing development or 
improvements for a communication site. Yet, another 
example would be authorizing an outfitter to lead 
guided hikes on a popular hiking trail.

In each of these examples, and based on analysis of 
similar projects, the necessary environmental review 
to authorize these types of important activities could 
be completed in less time with reduced process while 
maintaining important environmental safeguards.

Golden Leaf Half 
Marathon on White River 
National Forest. USDA 
Forest Service photo.

A harvester processes 
trees and stacks the logs 
on Apache-Sitgreaves 
National Forests, Lakeside 
Ranger District’s Billy 
Mountain timber sale 
near Lakeside, AZ. USDA 
photo by Lance Cheung.

A recently installed arched 
culvert designed with 
the Stream Simulation 
Approach on the Green 
Mountain National Forest 
days after the Hurricane 
Irene catastrophe shows no 
stream blockage. USDA 
Forest Service photo.


