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I. INTRODUCTION

This environmental overview presents the history and
proposed development of the Grand Parkway (SH 99) project,
the general social, economic, and environmental factors
involved in the project, and plans for future coordination
and project development. The overview addresses the general
environmental impacts of the entire Grand Parkway Corridor.
Individual Environmental Impact Statements (EISs) will be
prepared for each project section as the project develops.

The proposed Grand Parkway is a planned scenic highway
which would form a 170-mile circumferential freeway around
the Greater Metropolitan area of Harris County (Exhibit 1).
SH 99 would be ultimately constructed as a six-mainlane
limited access freeway in a 300~ to 400-foot wide usual
right-of-way width (Exhibit 2). SH 99 would provide access
to radial freeways and would serve as a third loop around
the City of Houston, a radial distance of approximately 25
to 30 miles outside the downtown Houston area. The proposed
alignment traverses Harris, Montgomery, Liberty, Chambers,
Galveston, Brazoria, and Fort Bend Counties. Upon
completion, SH 99 would accomplish the following:

(1) provide access and increased mobility to afeas in
the proposed corridor;

(2) Help complete or expedite the implementation of
several major thoroughfare plans in various areas in support

of business and residential growth;



(3) Provide critically needed freeway capacity in those
areas which require additional emergency'evacuation routes
during hurricanes; and

(4) Provide an alternative route to drivers desiring to
bypass the central city, thereby relieving existing
congestions.

The project would serve and connect the Baytown/Houston
Ship Channel area, the Galveston Bay coastal area (including
refineries, industry, space industry, and recreational
areas), and the urban areas of Alvin, Richmond/Rosenberg,
Katy/Brookshire, Hockley, Tomball, Spring, New Caney, and
Mont Belvieu.

Total overall construction costs for the 170-mile Grand
Parkway, using the basic six mainlane facility, is estimated
to be $1.736 billion in 1992 dollars. This cost includes
seven major radial interchanges, totaling $600 million. See

Exhibit 3.

PROJECT SEGMENTS

For planning and design purposes, SH 99 has been
divided into 9 sections - A through I. These section limits

are as follows:

Section A SH 146 to IH 45 (6.6 miles)
Section B - IH 45 to SH 288 (20.4 miles)
Section C - SH 288 to US 59 (22.8 miles)
Section D - US 59 to IH 10 (19.0 miles)

Section E - IH 10 to US 290 (14.7 miles)
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Section F - US 290 to IH 45 (24.8 milesl
Section G - IH 45 to US 59 (13.6 miles)
Section H - US 59 to US 90 (22.8 miles)
Section I - US 90 to SH 146 (25.3 miles)

Because of the decreasing availability of donated
right-of-way and the scarcity of state and federal highway
construction funds, along with the potential presence of
sensitive environmental areas, there is no assurance that
all sections of SH 99 will ever be constructed. Thus, each
section must constitute a complete and independently
justifiable project on its own without reliance on plans for
construction of any other sections. Each Isection or
subsection will connect at least two major transportation
corridors or freeways to provide assurance that each section
will have independent utility. Individual sections of SH 99
are being built as warranted by traffic demands, right-of-
way and funding availability. Right-of-way and funding may
not be immediately available for some sections, since these
monies can only be donated to and utilized by a specific
section.

Traffic demand projections for the project area were
based on historical traffic trends, anticipated population
growth, existing conditions, and future land development for
the seven-county area. The traffic projections support the
need to complete the area’s existing transportation system

by including SH 99 as a part of this system (Exhibit 4).



PURPOSE OF THE OVERVIEW i

Although the Federal Highway Adminiéfration (FHWA) has
not committed federal highway construction funds for any SH
99 section, the proposed project(s) would be developed in
accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)
and the President’s Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ)
regulations. These regulations require a federal agency to
document consideration given to social, economic, and
environmental consequences of anticipated Federal actions.

According to CEQ regulations, a project may be
considered independent of other projects provided (1) the
scope of the project is broad enough to ensure that its
environmental impacts can be fully explored, (2) the project
does not depend on other actions taken previously or
simultaneously in order to proceed, and (3) it is not inter-
dependent with and does not depend on the larger action for
justification.

With respect to proposed highway improvements where
federal funds may be used, implementing guidelines and
policies and procedures have been established by the CEQ,
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and the FHWA,
relative to the preparation of an EIS where significant
environmental impact may be anticipated. The proposed
project is also in accordance with new State environmental
guidelines which were established by the Texas Department of
Transportation (TxDOT) and approved on September 1, 1991

(Environmental and Public Involvement for Highway
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Improvement Projects 43:TAC Sections 11.80 - 11.90)

The TxDOT has prepared this overview?as a means of:

1. Providing the history and éeneralized background
material regarding the proposed project(s) and the
surrounding area.

2. Discussing broad social, economic and environmental
factors associated with the proposed project and its
alternatives.

3. Describing the intended course of action to be
taken to assure that a systematic interdisciplinary approach
to consideration of social, economic and environmental

factors, as well as public involvement and coordination with

other governmental agencies, will be implemented.

ENVIRONMENTAL PROCESS

The preparation of an EIS for each section of SH 99 is
the responsibility of the Grand Parkway Association, in
coordination with the TxDOT District 12.

Public involvement will be addressed for each section
of SH 99. Public/Scoping Meeting(s) will be held for each
section when required as the alternatives are being
developed. The Public Meeting(s) will usually be held in a
school or other public building close to the project, and at
a time convenient for most of the residents of the affected
area. Announcement of a particular Public Meeting is
accomplished by publication of two separate legal notices in

local newspapers, 30 days and 10 days prior to the date of
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the Public Meeting. .

After the Public Meeting(s) is heia, an EIS will be
prepared for each project section and will address
environmental concerns in detail, including: Land Use,
Farmland, Social/Economic, Air Quality, Traffic noise, Water
Quality, Pernmits, Wetlands, Wildlife, Floodplains,
Endangered Species, Historical/Archeological sites,
Hazardous Waste Sites, and Inter-agency coordination.

After completion of an EIS for each section, the
document is then circulated to the relevant federal, state
and local agencies for their comments and suggestions. After
their comments and preliminary approval, a notice concerning
each section will be advertised. Public involvement will be
held at locations within the 1limits of such sections. The
Public Hearings will usually be held in a school or other
public building close to the project, and at a time
convenient for most of the residents of the affected area.
Announcement of a particular Public Hearing is accomplished
by publication of two separate 1legal notices in 1local
newspapers, 30 days and 10 days prior to the date of the
Public Hearing. Notices of the public hearing shall also be
mailed to landowners abutting the roadway, as identified by
tax rolls, and affected 1local governments and public

officials.

DEVELOPMENT

The Grand Parkway was first proposed in 1961 by Harris
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County and the City of Houston Planning Comm}ssion following
traffic studies which indicated its need. The Parkway was
placed on City maps in 1968 and remained there until 1980.
Although the project was sanctioned by the State, funds were
not readily available to advance th; project. With the
development of the Greater Houston Metropolitan Area, the
Katy area and other residential and corporate facilities in
West Houston, the need for additional transportation
planning became more evident. County officials and
landowners mapped a proposed route for the Grand Parkway and
submitted the plan to the Texas Highway Commission. The
State approved the project in 1983 with the requirement that
the landowners along the route provided right-of-way and
design; the State would then build the facility.

In 1984 the Texas Legislature authorized the creation
and organization of nonprofit transportation corporations to
act on behalf of the Texas Department of Transportation in
the promotion and development of public transportation
facilities and systems. The Grand Parkway Association, the
first of these corporations created, works directly with
landowners, 1local and state governmental agencies, and
elected officials to support those activities required to
develop SH 99 and to fulfill its charge from the
Transportation Commission in obtaining right-of-way and
funds to meet planning, legal, and engineering design
requirements for SH 99. This action will preserve scarce

state highway dollars and, by reducing expenditures for
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right-of-way, planning and engineering design, and thereby
make more funds available for construction of SH 99 and
other important highway projects.

The proposed SH 99 is included in the Houston-Galveston
Area Council (HGAC)’s 1long range regional transportation
plan, "“Access 2010: The Houston-Galveston Area Metropolitan
Transportation Plan". SH 99 is also included in the 1993
Transportation Improvement Program (TIP). Many portions of
SH 99 have been designated for various levels of project
development through TxDOT’s Project Development Plan (PDP).
Section D, IH 10(W) to US 59(S) is currently under
construction. A portion of Section E is complete from

IH 10(W) north to Franz Road.



II. GENERAL ASSESSMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT OF THE
PROPOSED ACTION :

Early environmental planning indicated that preliminary
alignments may impact noise and air quality, wetlands,
upland habitats, wildlife resources, prime farmland, water
quality, historical and archeological, parklands, subsurface
and surface infrastrﬁctures, and may potentially require
business and residential relocations.

Much of the proposed alignment 1lies in currently
undeveloped areas, with a prevailing land use of farming.
There are some existing roads, residential areas,
businesses, park/recreation, railroads, private and public
service utilities (Exhibits 5-8) in the proposed corridor

area.

ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING

Most of the SH 99 corridor is in the Gulf Prairie and
Marsh Region of Texas. This terrain is nearly level, slowly
drained plains, less than 150 feet in elevation. The area is
typified by sluggish rivers, creeks, bayous and sloughs,
level grasslands, swamps, and fresh water marshes. Ranching
and farming industries are prevalent. Annual rainfall
averages 30 to 50 inches. Warm temperatures and high
humidity are characteristic of this region. Sands, sandy
loams, and clays characterize the soils which have slowly

permeable profiles.



The more northern portion of the SH 99 corridor is in
the Pineywoods Region of Texas. This j*ﬂterrain is gently
rolling with an average elevation of 200 to 500 feet. The
area is characterized by extensive pine and pine-hardwood
forests (pine, oak, elm, magnolia, hickory, and maple) with
intermittent swamps and occasional cultivated fields or
pastureland. There 1is a relatively high average annual
rainfall of 35 to 50 inches. The area is relatively free
from persistent winds, with high summer temperatures and
mild winters. Sands and sandy loams make up the typical soil

profiles. Forestry and ranching industries are common.

FARMLANDS

There are soils within the corridor that are classified
as prime farmland by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s
Soil cConservation Service. Since additional right-of-way
would be required for the implementation of the proposed
project, the Farmland Protéction Policy Act (FPPA) does
apply. A Farmland Conversion Rating Form (Form AD 1006)
would be needed, as applicable for these projects. Also
coordination with the Soil Conservation Service would be

accomplished.

SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CONSIDERATIONS

The U.S. Bureau of the Census data discloses that the
City of Houston population grew from 596,163 in 1950, to

1,232,802 in 1970 and 1,697,301 in 1992 (revised upward from
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their 1990 count of 1,630,553). Harris County experienced
similar growth from 806,702 in 1950 to 1,541,912 in 1970 and
2,818,199 in 1990. The following surrounding counties also
experienced significant population growth from 1970 to 1990

ranging from 28% in Galveston County to 330% in Fort Bend

County:
1970 1990 % _Growth

Brazoria County 108,216 191,707 77%
Chambers County 12,178 20,088 65%
Fort Bend County 52,314 225,421 330%
Galveston County 169,382 217,399 28%
Liberty County 33,014 52,726 60%
Montgomery County 49,479 182,201 268%

No significant adverse impact on any minority or other
identifiable group is anticipated in the corridor. The
proposed facility would not be expected to alter growth
patterns nor ©bisect or disrupt any neighborhood or
community. No significant adverse impact on adjacent
property values or the 1local tax base is anticipated.
Construction of this facility is expected to have a positive
effect on the value of abutting property, especially
undeveloped and commercial properties adjacent to the
proposed project, as new development would tend to offset
the small tax base loss associated with right-of-way

acquisition. The local economy would be temporarily
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stimulated by this préject as -constrpction related
expenditures are spent and re-spent. The;construction phase
of the proposed project would provide some short-term
employment - for a small workforce. Long-term employment
opportunities would depend upon the nature of new

development in the area.

RIGHT-OF-WAY ACQUISITION AND RELOCATION
Additional right-of-way (ROW) through the 170-miles of

the Grand Parkway corridor would be required to implement
the proposed project. Acquisition of the required ROW is
currently the responsibility of the Grand Parkway
Association. The Grand Parkway Association, acting as a
Transportation Corporation, will solicit donations from
private landowners for right-of-way acquisition. Even though
most ROW is expected to be donated, some displacements
probably will occur as a result of the proposed project(s).
Consistent with U.S. Department of Transportation policy, as
mandated by the Surface Transportation and Uniform
Relocation Assistance Act of 1987, the TxDOT provides
relocation resources to all displacees without
discrimination. All properties that are not donated and must
be purchased are entitled to receive just compensation for
their land and property. Just compensation is based upon the
fair market value of their property.

The TQDOT provides, through its Relocation Assistance

Program, payment and services to aid in movement to a new
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location. Relocation assistance is ava§lable to all
individuals, families, businesses, farmérs, and nonprofit
organizations displaced as a result of SH 99. This
assistance applies to tenants as well as owners occupying
the real property needed for the project. Replacement
structures must be located in the same type of neighborhood
and equally accessible to public services and places of
employment. The TxDOT Relocation Office would also provide
assistance to displaced businesses and nonprofit
organizations to aid in their satisfactory relocation with a
minimum of delay and 1loss in earnings. The proposed
project(s) would proceed to construction when all displaced
families and Dbusinesses are relocated to adequate
'replacement sites. The available structures must also be
open to persons regardless of race, color, religion, or
nationality and be within the financial means of those

individuals affected.

UTILITIES

Any modifications or relocations to eligible utilities
within the proposed project 1limits, as a result of the
planned facility, will be the responsibility of the Grand

Parkway Association.
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NOISE

Standards

The U.S. Department of Transportation’s FHWA and TxDOT
have established guidelines for traffic noise impacts. The
guidelines include: highway traffic noise prediction
requirements, noise analyses, noise abatement criteria
(NAC), mitigation and requirements for informing 1local
officials in this directive, constitute the noise standards
mandated by 23 USC 109(i). All highway projects which are
developed in conformance with this directive shall be deemed
to be in conformance with the FHWA and TxDOT noise
guidelines.

Traffic noise impacts are defined as impééts which
occur when the predicted traffic noise levels approach or
exceed the NAC (Exhibit 9), or when the predicted traffic
noise levels substantially exceed the existing noise levels.
The NAC is the maximum noise level recommended for the
various land use activity categories. NAC are not
necessarily desirable design criteria but rather represent a
compromise between achievable results, using good highway
design practices, and desirable noise limits.

Sound is quantified by a meter which measures units
called decibels (dB). For highway traffic noise, an
adjustment (or weighting) of the high- and low-pitched
sounds is made to approximate the way that an average person
hears sounds. The adjusted sounds are called ’‘A-weighted

levels’ (dBA).
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The Leq is a representation of .the f;pctuating sound
level over a period of time. The Leq of aitime—varying sound
is equivalent or equal to the level of a constant unchanging
sound. Leq has units of A-weighted decibels. Leq(h) is the
equivalent sound level measured for a period of one hour.
Federal guidelines state that noise impacts should be
assessed for the noisiest hour of the day in the design
year. Traffic noise levels are highest when traffic is heavy
but flowing freely.

Existing Noise Levels

A noise study would be prepared as part of the EIS for
the Grand Parkway. Part of the noise analysis Vill consist
of taking existing noise level readings at selected sites in
the field on new location. On portions of the highway along
existing roadway alignments, existing noise levels will be
calculated using FHWA’s Stamina/Optima noise computer model.
Field verification of the results will be done at various
sites.

In this study, only land uses in FHWA category B
(parks, residential areas, churches and hospitals-See
Exhibit 9) are 1likely to be affected by noise from the
proposed facility. Therefore, noise impacts are assumed to
occur when predicted outdoor noise levels due to the roadway
approach or exceed the NAC for various land uses along the
corridor. Noise impact can also occur when projected noise
levels cause substantial increases in existing noise levels.

Exhibit 10 shows some examples of typical sound 1levels
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encountered during the course of our daily l%ving.

Predicted Noise ILevels

Based on predicted traffic volumes for the proposed
facility it is anticipated that design year noise levels
will exceed the NAC at various locations. When the NAC is
approached or exceeded, noise mitigation must be considered.
Methods of noise mitigation include changing the vertical or
horizontal alignment, 1limiting truck traffic, providing a
buffer zone, constructing earth berms or noise abatement
. walls. Preliminary analyses and field observations indicate
that there are areas where it would be feasible to provide
noise mitigation, if needed. Since much of the proposed
project is located in areas where roadways do not currently
exist, every effort would be made to avoid noise impacts
near noise sensitive areas. If noise impacts cannot be
avoided, all efforts to mitigate noise impacts would be
made. An in-depth noise study will be conducted for each
project section in the EIS.

Construction Noise

It is difficult to predict levels of construction noise
at a particular receptor or group of receptors. Heavy
machinery, the major source of noise in construction, is
constantly moving in unpredictable patterns. The duration of
daily construction normally occurs during daylight hours
when occasional loud noises are more tolerable. Because of
the relatively short-term exposure periods imposed on any

one receptor, extended disruption of normal activities is
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not considered likely. However, provisions gill be included
in project plans to require the contractor to make every
reasonable effort to minimize construction noise through
abatement measures such as work hour «controls and

maintenance of equipment muffler systems.

AIR QUALITY

In compliance with the requirements of the Federal
Clean Air Act and the Clean Air Act Amendments of 1990, the
EPA promulgated and adopted the National Ambient Air Quality
Standards (NAAQS) in order to protect public health, safety,
and welfare from known or anticipated effects of pollutants.
The Texas Air Control Board and local air pollution control
agencies operate several ambient air quality monitoring
stations throughout the different counties in the project
area.

The pollutants to be modeled in the EIS will include

carbon monoxide (CO), Ozone precursors (O and Volatile

3)
Organic Compounds (VOC). Each section of SH 99 will undergo
conformity analysis since the Houston Metropolitan area is
in a non-attainment status (Severe II for ozone) . The
standards for carbon monoxide are established for one-hour
and eight-hour time frames. According to the NAAQS, carbon
monoxide concentrations are not to exceed 35 parts per
million (ppm) during a one-hour period or 9 ppm during an

eight-hour period; and Ozone (0.12 ppm), with expected daily

exceedances that range from 5 to 12 per year.
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