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Comment noted.

The use of existing roadways was considered during alternative development (refer to Chapter 2, Section 2.1,
page 2-1 and the Alternative Development Technical Memorandum) and during refinement of the Preferred
Alternative.  As explained, the use of existing roadways increased potential relocations to residents and businesses,
which would also negatively impact the economics of the area.  As stated in Chapter 1, page 1-10, a primary
need of the project is to promote economic development. Chapter 2, page 2-11, has been revised to include
a discussion pertaining to the use of existing roadways.  In addition, the Preferred Alternative does parallel the
existing S.C. Route 917 crossing of the Little Pee Dee River to minimize potential habitat fragmentation.
Furthermore, the Preferred Alternative was modified to also parallel the existing crossing of Nichols Highway
over Lake Swamp to minimize potential habitat fragmentation.

The Section 4(f) Evaluation (refer to Appendix E) has been updated to further address the potential impacts of
the Preferred Alternative to the Little Pee Dee Heritage Preserve, as well as to more thoroughly explain why
other alternatives are not either feasible and/or prudent.
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The I-73 North Project has been added to the document to accurately represent potential cumulative impacts.

The ACT decided on December 9, 2004, to not move forward with the corridor in the vicinity of S.C. Route
9  because, relative to other corridors, it had approximately 100 acres more wetland impacts, minimal economic
development opportunities for Marion County due to the limited length in that County, and more potential
natural resources impacts that could result from the extension of I-73 north of where the Preferred Alternative
would intersect with I-95.

As detailed in Chapter 2 and the Alternative Development Technical Memorandum, the CAT was utilized
to develop the preliminary Build Alternatives.  The preliminary Build Alternatives were compared utilizing the
same footprint width to eliminate alternatives with potentially high impacts.  Once the CAT generated the
preliminary Build Alternatives, the program was only used to quantify potential impacts.  The preliminary Build
Alternatives were further modified through engineering and consideration of potential impacts to the human and
natural environment.

Comment noted.

Based upon the continuous involvement of the ACT, agency input on the project and the proposed alternatives
has been possible from the onset.  Due to this early and consistent coordination, the FHWA and SCDOT were
able to perform the field work for only the Preferred Alternative.  The potential cost and time savings of
completing the field work for one alternative versus all eight reasonable Build Alternatives was attributable to
the oversight of the ACT.  In addition, the Draft EIS was published one month prior to the initiation of field
work and after three Public Hearings were held, one in each county within the project study area, before field
work began.  Changes were made to the alignment to reduce potential impacts after the initiation of field work.

Please refer to Chapter 1, Section 2.7.1.1, page 1-25, and Section 2.7.1.2, page 2-42, for the discussion of
how the project would relieve local traffic congestion.  In addition, text has been added in Chapter 2, page 2-
16, to further explain the travel efficiencies that would result from implementation of the Preferred Alternative.
A 15 to 20 minute decrease in total time results in significant savings over time given the projected volume of
traffic.

Comment noted.  No new information has become available to warrant the preparation of a supplemental EIS.
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As discussed in Chapter 2, Section 2.7.5, page 2-70, the designation of Alternative 3 as the Preferred Alternative
was determined because it would have the least wetland impact, in both acreage and wetland value, lowest
cost, least impact to farmland, least impact to potential historic sites, was one of the three preferred by SCDNR
and USFWS, and along with Alternative 6, would be the most constructible.

Please refer to Chapter 2, Section 2.7.5, page 2-70, that lists the factors that were compared in the designation
of the Preferred Alternative.  These factors do include wetland impacts, as well as wetland value, cost, farmland,
historic resources, and constructability.  In addition, Table 2.5 on page 2-31, and pages 2-57 through 2-66
explain in detail each Reasonable Build Alternative.  As stated in Chapter 2, Build Alternatives 2, 3, 5, 6, and
7 were all viable alignments.  Although it does state that “Alternative 7 was eliminated primarily because it had
such high wetland impacts (492 acres)” it continues on to state that “...,but also because of the constructability
issues for the portions at the U.S. Route 501 Bypass and at the Little Pee Dee River crossing.”  Furthermore,
each environmental and non-environmental factor was discussed on a comparative basis in Chapter 3 of the
Draft EIS, which has been included as Appendix C in the Final EIS.

As discussed in Chapter 2, Alternative 3 was determined to be the Preferred Alternative because it would have
the least wetland impact, in both acreage and wetland value, lowest cost, least impact to farmland, least impact
to potential historic sites, was one of the three preferred by SCDNR and USFWS, and along with Alternative
6, would be the most constructible. The analysis of the reasonable Build Alternatives was based upon a
conceptual design that was specific for each alternative and only included frontage roads where needed.  As
stated in Section 1.9, page 1-25, the proposed rail corridors were designed so as to not require additional
right-of-way.  Since the NEPA process is being done at the same time as the Section 404 permitting process,
the need to find a least impact alternative was a major consideration.

The project seeks to plan for future transit options by preserving a corridor adjacent to the proposed I-73.
This corridor could provide a connection between the Southeast High-Speed Rail corridor and the Myrtle
Beach region (refer to Chapter 1, page 1-25).  In addition, the Preferred Alternative will only preserve 100
feet for future multimodal accommodations.
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The proposed median width was based on accommodating three lanes of traffic in each direction (refer to
Chapter 1, page 1-2).  The interim design, which is only two lanes in each direction, would be modified in the
future by adding a third lane in each direction within the median.  This would allow the accommodation of future
traffic without the necessity of acquiring additional right-of-way.  Narrowing the proposed median width would
require additional right-of-way to be purchased when future widening was needed, and in turn additional
impacts to residents and natural resources.

At the time of the Draft EIS, bridging criteria was established and applied consistently to all reasonable Build
Alternatives.  After the selection of the Preferred Alternative each crossing was examined.  As stated in Chapter
3, Section 3.12.13, pages 3-162 through 3-164, bridge lengths would be determined by performing detailed
hydraulic studies during the final design phase and would be dependent on several factors, such as watershed
size, and the presence of FEMA-regulated floodplains and floodways.

As presented in Chapter 2, Section 2.4, page 2-4, and in the Alternative Development Technical
Memorandum, state and federal resource and regulatory agencies were given the opportunity to assign a
numerical value to each feature within the 52 potential data layers, as well as the four categories used by the
CAT.  Representatives of the FHWA, USACE, USCG, USEPA, USFWS, NOAA Fisheries, SCDAH,
SCDNR, SCDOT, and SCPRT attended the September 23, 2004 ACT Meeting when the methodology was
determined.  The ACT members are regarded as experts in their respective fields, were given advance notice
of the ranking, and as such were consulted throughout the project.

All the numerical values assigned by the agencies for this project were utilized by the CAT for the I-73 North
Project, except the values for Evergreen Irregularly Flooded Uplands and Evergreen Forested Uplands, which
were changed from a four to a value of one.  As documented in the  Alternative Development Technical
Memorandum, the CAT was designed to find the least-cost path, which would ideally be a corridor with a
path that traverses all cells with a value of one.  A value of one would allow the CAT program to develop a
potential alignment with more flexibility, rather than attempting to minimize impacts to Evergreen Irregularly
Flooded Uplands and Evergreen Forested Uplands when it was valued higher.  A CAT analysis was completed
with the modified values and compared to the original CAT analysis.  The modified CAT analysis was found to
have consistently higher potential wetland impacts, which indicated that the CAT program, as originally
configured, was developing minimal impact paths.

ACT members determined that although the NWI mapping was dated, it was the only available wetland
mapping that provided comprehensive coverage for the entire project study area.  Although the NWI wetland
layer was used to define wetlands until the reasonable Build Alternatives were developed, at that point the
wetland boundaries were reevaluated (refer to Chapter 3, Section 3.12.3, page 3-145). Aerial photography,
USGS topographic maps, SCDNR streams, and NRCS soil maps were used to revise the NWI mapping.
Field visits were also performed for the reasonable Build Alternatives on questionable areas that were indicated
as wetlands on the NWI, but did not exhibit typical wetland signatures on the aerial photography.  Likewise,
areas that were identified as upland on the NWI map, but were found to be wetland during field visits were also
revised.  The  Little Pee Dee River was assigned a value of 10 (the highest value) and was also buffered in the
CAT.
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