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Summary 

In compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA, 42 U.S.C. § 4321 et seq.), this Record 
of Decision (ROD) supports the National Telecommunications and Information Administration’s (NTIA) 
adoption of the Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement (PEIS) issued by the First Responder 
Network Authority (FirstNet Authority) analyzing the deployment and operation of its nationwide public 
safety broadband network (NPSBN) in the South Region. The FirstNet Authority is an independent 
authority within NTIA, established by the Middle-Class Tax Relief and Job Creation Act of 2012. The 
design, deployment, and operation of the NPSBN was a broad action with nationwide implications. As a 
result, FirstNet assessed potential impacts expected from the proposed action from the program as a 
whole under the NEPA. Due to the geographic scope of the FirstNet network (all 50 states, the District of 
Columbia, and five territories) and the diversity of ecosystems potentially traversed by the project, 
FirstNet prepared five regional programmatic environmental impact statements (PEISs) to support NEPA 
compliance.  

In 2017, FirstNet completed the five regional PEISs and Records of Decision. NTIA participated in the 
development of the PEISs as a cooperating agency. These PEISs serve as the foundation of environmental 
review for FirstNet’s environmental compliance program. As part of a tiered approach to NEPA, 
FirstNet’s PEISs also support subsequent site-specific environmental analyses that may be required for 
individual actions for specific projects at specific locations once they are identified. The FirstNet 
Authority PEISs comply with all Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ), Department of Commerce, 
and NTIA requirements for preparing an Environmental Impact Statement. 

In 2021, the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021 and the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law of 2021 
appropriated $49.8 billion in grants for NTIA to expand access to high-speed broadband infrastructure by 
funding infrastructure deployment in all fifty states, five territories, and the District of Columbia through 
the Internet for All (IFA) grant programs. Like NTIA’s IFA initiatives, FirstNet’s mandate includes 
planning and constructing telecommunication and broadband infrastructure across the United States and 
its territories. The specific activities that NTIA is funding are comparable to the FirstNet Authority 
project implementation activities in both scope and geographic span.  

The FirstNet Authority’s five PEISs are divided into the East, Central, West, South, and Non-Contiguous 
Regions. The PEISs analyzed potential impacts of the deployment and operation of the FirstNet network 
on the natural and human environment, in accordance with the FirstNet’s responsibilities under NEPA. 
Together, those PEISs concluded that the typical projects necessary to create that broadband network 
were not expected to have a significant environmental effect.1 NTIA was one of nine cooperating 
agencies on the July 2017 PEISs and had no comments on the draft documents. NTIA subsequently 

 
1 See, e.g., FirstNet, Nationwide Public Safety Broadband Network: Final Programmatic Environmental Impact 
Statement for the Eastern United States, Executive Summary (Sept. 2017) (East Region ES), https://bit.ly/477YOAR. 
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adopted all five PEISs in July 2024 and issues this ROD to streamline the NEPA process for broadband 
projects funded by NTIA by minimizing redundant reviews while assuring compliance with NEPA on 
projects that do not generate significant deleterious impacts to the human environment and that are of 
little or no controversy.    

The FirstNet Authority PEIS - South Region analyzed a suite of broadband deployment activities within 
specific chapters devoted to each State in the region. Each State-specific chapter includes a description of 
fifteen categories of “Affected Environment” in the State and an analysis of the FirstNet program’s 
“Environmental Consequences” for each of those categories.2  Specifically, it identifies the possible 
effects the program could have on the “Affected Environment” and establishes a rating system with four 
“impact levels”: “potentially significant”; “less than significant with [best management practices] and 
mitigation measures incorporated”; “less than significant”; and “no impact.”3  It then lists two categories 
of activities: (1) those “likely to have no impacts on at the programmatic level” and (2) those with “the 
potential to have impacts at the programmatic level.”4 Each PEIS also lists best management practices 
and mitigation measures that can be used to prevent significant environmental effects.        

Broadband Deployment Activities Analyzed and Covered by FirstNet Authority PEISs 

Broadband infrastructure deployment activities commonly implemented in constructing a 
communications network are described in four sections of the FirstNet Authority PEISs. 

1. Wired Projects (see PEIS section 2.1.2.1) 
2. Wireless Projects (see PEIS section 2.1.2.2) 
3. Deployable Technologies (see PEIS section 2.1.2.3) 
4. Satellite and Other Technologies (see PEIS section 2.1.2.4) 

Decision Options Considered by the FirstNet Authority PEISs 

For each region, FirstNet considered the same three options: (1) a Preferred Alternative, (2) a Deployable 
Technologies Alternative, and (3) a No Action Alternative. Under the Preferred Alternative, FirstNet 
proposed to “construct a nationwide broadband LTE network using a combination of wired, wireless, 
deployable, and satellite technologies.”5  Potential projects included laying underground cables (both in 
newly plowed conduits and existing conduits), stringing aerial cables (both across newly built poles and 
existing poles), installing wireless antennas and microwave dishes (both on newly constructed towers and 
existing towers), and deploying vehicles with antenna masts.6  In turn, under the Deployable 
Technologies Alternative, FirstNet would rely exclusively on deploying vehicles with antenna masts.”7  
Finally, under the No Action Alternative, the network “would not be constructed.”8  

FirstNet ultimately selected a combination of technologies in its Preferred Alternative. Although the 
Preferred Alternative was not determined to be environmentally preferable at the programmatic level, it 

 
2 See, e.g., FirstNet, Nationwide Public Safety Broadband Network: Final Programmatic Environmental Impact 
Statement for the Eastern United States, Chapter 11: New York (Sept. 2017) (New York), https://bit.ly/3MFwX2X. 
3 See, e.g., id. at 269. 
4 See, e.g., id. at 271–75. 
5 See East Region ES, supra note 24 at 8. 
6 See id. at 8–9.   
7 See id. at 9-10.   
8 See id. at 10.   
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was selected as best meeting FirstNet’s mission considering relevant technical factors and its ability to 
meet the project’s purpose and need.  

Purpose and Need 

Broadband projects face considerable permitting challenges even though their potential for significant 
environmental impacts is typically lower than many other types of infrastructure projects. NTIA’s $49.8 
billion IFA funds are allocated to support communications deployments in every U.S. state and territory. 
The $42.45 Broadband Equity, Access, and Deployment (BEAD) program alone will generate tens of 
thousands of NEPA reviews of infrastructure deployments that are similar to those analyzed by the 
FirstNet Authority in the PEISs. The volume of environmental reviews of similar types of deployments 
that will occur concurrently across the country will overwhelm regulatory agencies and delay Americans 
access to high-speed broadband infrastructure unless NTIA can streamline environmental reviews.   

NTIA’s permitting strategy prioritizes programmatic approaches that build on the significant body of past 
environmental analysis of broadband. Consistent with CEQ regulations, NTIA reviewed the PEISs that 
the FirstNet Authority generated to analyze environmental impacts in each state and territory and 
confirmed that they both remain valid and provide a relevant and adequate assessment of the potential 
environmental impacts and benefits of IFA projects. The PEISs examine the reasonably foreseeable 
consequences of communications deployments and can support NTIA’s ability to efficiently make well 
informed decisions within the IFA timelines statutorily established by Congress.   

Decision Options Considered by NTIA 

NTIA analyzed whether to adopt the FirstNet Authority PEISs in implementing the IFA initiatives.  

1. PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE: NTIA adopts the FirstNet Authority PEIS and implements 
streamlined programmatic NEPA for broadband deployment projects funded by the IFA 
programs. 

After detailed study of the FirstNet PEISs, NTIA recognized the potential efficiencies of the 
programmatic approach to NEPA compliance afforded by adopting the PEISs. Review and analysis time 
and costs will be reduced significantly with no reduction in commitment to national environmental policy 
and human quality of life. Additionally, because broadband deployment activities are funded by NTIA for 
the broad purpose of expanding communications access to improve the human environment and overall 
quality of life, including the natural environment, and most deployment activities occur within existing, 
disturbed rights of way, most of the NTIA site-specific actions are found, upon detailed, site-specific 
analysis, to have no potentially significant deleterious impacts to the human or natural environment.  

2. NO-ACTION ALTERNATIVE: NTIA maintains current NEPA processes and requires site-
specific analysis of each IFA funded project. 

Currently, NTIA conducts individual NEPA analyses of site-specific broadband deployment grants. Many 
funded projects are covered by one or more of NTIA’s Categorical Exclusions (CE), while larger or more 
complex projects often require more in-depth analyses resulting in Environmental Assessment (EA). 
These detailed compliance efforts can be time intensive and costly, often delaying projects and incurring 
additional costs to project proponents. Maintaining this action-by-action processing results in no change 
to the existing NTIA NEPA compliance strategy and will impose a significant burden and cost on the IFA 
programs that is not balanced by potential environmental benefits.  
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Public Comment 

The FirstNet Authority initiated public engagement with a Notice of Intent to prepare five coordinated 
PEISs in the Federal Register. FirstNet took public comments through an initial 45-day public comment 
period for scoping and a 60-day public comment period once the Draft PEISs were published for each 
region. Comments were also solicited from cooperating agencies, state Single Points of Contact, elected 
officials, American Indian Tribes, and the general public. The Draft PEISs, Final PEISs, and Records of 
Decision were developed considering public and agency input received throughout the public 
involvement processes. 

Environmentally Preferable Alternative and Rationale for Selection 

NTIA analyzed the two decision alternatives described above and determined that Alternative 1 (adopting 
the First Responder Network Authority PEISs) is the environmentally preferable alternative. This 
alternative achieves the mission of NTIA and the objectives of the IFA programs while streamlining 
NEPA compliance. The preferred alternative enables NTIA to maintain a high level of efficiency and 
flexibility for its grant programs while ensuring that potentially significant environmental impacts are 
identified and considered in implementing the IFA programs. 

Mitigation Measures 

All practicable means to avoid or reduce adverse impacts from implementing the preferred alternative will 
be adopted through best management practices or mitigation measures for action specific and 
programmatic broadband deployment activities. These practices have been identified in the Internet for 
All Best Management Practices and Mitigation Measures publication available on the BroadbandUSA 
website and incorporated into NTIA’s Permitting and Environmental Information Application, a GIS tool 
to assist grant recipients in avoiding, minimizing and mitigating potential environmental impacts in 
broadband deployment. These practices are not an exhaustive list of best practices used in NTIA 
programs but are practices that were considered in the analysis of impacts during development of the 
FirstNet PEISs. Project-specific compliance with all Federal, State, and local laws must be documented 
prior to undertaking actions described in the PEIS. Federal environmental compliance requirements are 
site- and project-specific, and can include the Endangered Species Act, the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery 
Conservation and Management Act, the Marine Mammals Protection Act, the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, 
the National Historic Preservation Act, the Clean Water Act, the Rivers and Harbors Act, and the Coastal 
Zone Management Act, among others.     

Implementation Strategy 

Per NTIA’s NEPA Implementing Regulations as described in its Guidance on NTIA National 
Environmental Policy Act Compliance, where actions are undertaken by an Applicant, NTIA personnel 
advise the Applicant and provide resources to facilitate the Applicant’s consideration of, and explanation 
of, environmental impacts and alternatives. The conclusion of the NTIA NEPA review process results in a 
Categorical Exclusion, a Finding of No Significant Impact, or a Record of Decision.  

For certain IFA grant programs, States and Territories are the entities that are eligible to apply for funding 
to provide affordable, reliable Internet to broadband serviceable locations. In their capacity as the State 
(or Territory) agency administering the IFA grant program, the eligible entity serves as a “joint lead 
agency” in accordance with 42 U.S.C. 4336a(a)(1)(B) and carry out the duties described in 42 U.S.C. 
4336a(a)(2). 

NTIA or joint lead agencies will determine and document that proposed project activities and site-specific 
environmental consequences are within ranges analyzed in the PEIS, and that extraordinary, site-specific 

https://broadbandusa.ntia.doc.gov/sites/default/files/2024-07/DOC_NTIA_BMPs_and_Mitigation_Measures.pdf
https://broadbandusa.ntia.doc.gov/sites/default/files/2024-07/DOC_NTIA_BMPs_and_Mitigation_Measures.pdf
https://nbam.maps.arcgis.com/apps/instant/portfolio/index.html?appid=c7906b72e14045bf9fa6fe9addd469a0
https://broadbandusa.ntia.doc.gov/sites/default/files/2024-04/Guidance_on_NTIA_NEPA_Compliance_April_2024.pdf
https://broadbandusa.ntia.doc.gov/sites/default/files/2024-04/Guidance_on_NTIA_NEPA_Compliance_April_2024.pdf
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circumstances would not elevate negative project or activity impacts to a level of significance. Using the 
analyses provided in the First Responder Network Authority PEISs and additional information as 
necessary, the joint lead agency may propose, and NTIA will assess and confirm, that proposed 
broadband deployment actions are within the range of alternatives and potential environmental 
consequences analyzed in the PEIS and will not have significant adverse impacts on the natural or human 
environments.  

Upon review, NTIA will approve NEPA coverage for the proposed action(s) and notify the joint lead 
agency or Applicant if additional information is required or further analysis is necessary to supplement 
and document that the project will not have significant adverse impacts. All analysis and authorization 
will be documented and available for public review upon request.  

National Environmental Policy Act Compliance 

NTIA used the NEPA process to guide our decision to adopt the First Responder Network Authority Final 
Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement - South Region. (See Appendix A.) Per NEPA guidelines, 
NTIA reviewed the direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts of adopting the FirstNet PEISs before making 
this decision. NTIA adopted the FirstNet PEISs after carefully reevaluating the analyses and their 
underlying assumptions and determining that they remain valid. NTIA originally accepted the PEISs as 
adequate with no comments or suggestions in 2017 and has determined that it may adopt the PEISs and 
file corresponding NTIA RODs with EPA. See 40 C.F.R. § 1506.3(b)(2). Future site-specific broadband 
deployment activities that NTIA and IFA recipients propose that are not within the scope of 
environmental consequences considered in the PEISs will require additional and separate NEPA review 
and analysis.  

Authorities  

This Record of Decision was developed in accordance with NEPA (42 U.S.C. §4321 et seq.), the CEQ’s 
regulations for implementing NEPA (40 CFR parts 1500 through 1508), and Department of Commerce 
and NTIA NEPA regulations.    

 

 
____________________________________________  __________________  
Doug Kinkoph        Date 
Associate Administrator 
Office of Internet Connectivity and Growth  

10/28/2024
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