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Loop 9  Corridor  Area Conse rvation Vision 

and Opportunities

Introduction  
The Loop 9 Southeast corridor has been identified in plans as a needed transportation facility for 

many years. This corridor has undergone several studies and concept plans; the most recent study, 

the Loop 9 Southeast Corridor Feasibility Study, was comple ted in March 2014.  

In 2012, the Texas Department of Transportation began the Loop 9 Southeast Corridor Feasibility 

Study for a revised project concept in an area from United State  Highway 67 (US 67) to Interstate 

Highway 20 (IH 20) within Dallas, Ellis, a nd Kaufman c ounties.  The Corridor Feasibility Study followed 

the Planning and Environment Linkages (PEL) a pproach to evaluate environmental issues early in 

the planning process.  The purpose of a PEL study is to perform preliminary analysis and make 

decisio ns not completed as a part of traditional regional level planning so N ational Environmental 

Policy Act (NEPA)  level evaluation and decision  making is more transparent to resource agencies 

and the public. 1 

The Loop 9 Southeast Corridor Feasibility Study doc uments environmental constraints for 28 smaller 

segments of the overall corridor . These smaller segments document constraints such as hazardous 

materials sites, floodplains, land use, community resources, parkland and recreational areas, 

threatened and end angered species, and several other important cultural and natural resources.  

While f easibility studies, corridor studies, and NEPA documents traditionally document the potential 

direct impacts associated with a transportation corridor, often they do not ha ve the necessary data 

or resources to consider the overall relative importance of natural, cultural, or environmental 

resources that may be impacted. For example, a study can identify the possible acreage of 

wetlands that may be impacted, but these studies  do not always consider the relative importance 

of these wetlands in the overall context of the ecosystem in which they are present.  

While all wetlands are important and it is ideal to avoid impacts to any wetlands, the value of 

wetlands might differ based on the ecosystem benefits that are derived from their presence 

including the quantity p resent, the type of wetland,  or the hydrologic function they serve. These 

additional elements of evaluating environmental assets and identifying potential impacts are 

difficult to analyze . Additionally, the importance of one environmental asset over another can be 

                                                 
1 Loop 9 Southeast Corridor Study, 2014. Accessed July 2014. http://www.loop9.org/  

different based on the ecosystem õs existing status (i.e. pristine versus degrade d), the function, and 

overall outside pr essures associated with the ecosys tem  (i.e. development, land use changes, etc.) .  

Furthermore, traditional transportation corridor studies and NEPA studies document potential 

mitigation needs associated with unavoidable  impacts to environmental resources.  Avoiding 

impacts is the ultimate goal of the planning process, but when impacts are unavoidable, the 

secondary goal is to minimize impacts and then to mitigate for impacts . According to the Council 

on Environmental Quality regulations (40 CFR 1508.20), mitigation efforts may be defined as :  

1) Avoiding an impact altogether; 2) Minimizing the impact by limiting the degree or magnitude of 

the action; 3) Rectifying the impact by repairing, rehabilitating , and restoring the resource;  

4) Reducing or eliminating the impact over time by presenta tion and maintenance activities;  

5) Compensating for the impact by replacing or providing substitutes to the resource impacted. 2 

The goal of the Loop 9 Transportation Corridor Conservation Vision and Opportunities is to 

document the potential opportunitie s to supplement or enhance existing natural ecosystem assets 

by identifying key areas where conservation potential exist. The goal would be to use this visio n for 

the corridor to develop a proactive approach to mitigating unavoidable impacts due to planned  

transportation infrastructure.   

The Vision focuses on potential projects and opportunities that could be considered for mitigation 

or enhancement of the landscape and natural resources in the Loop 9 c orridor a rea and identifies 

the potential partnerships that could be established.  The goal would be that as the individual 

transportation corridor projects move through the project development phases and as mitigation 

plans are developed, these conservation opportunities could be considered as potential mitiga tion 

for unavoidable project impacts.  

The Conservation Vision process is probably best suited for a transportation corridor feasibility level 

analysis to inform the process of determining general corridor alignments, potential environmental 

impacts, and i dentifying important existing conservation and future conservation areas. 

Additionally, the Vision could be used to support the required Indirect and Cumulative Impacts 

analyses that are documented as part of the environmental project delivery process outl ined in 

2 Loop 9 Southeast Corridor Study, 2014. Accessed July 2014. http://www.loop9.org/  
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NEPA. The Texas Department of Transportation outlines five steps to complete an indirect induced 

growth and/or cumulative impact analysis.  

Regional Ecosystem Framework  
The North Central Texas Council of Governments (NCTCOG) has undergone a process to develop 

and recently update a Regional Ecosystem Framework  (REF) for North Central Texas. The REF is a 

geographic information systems based tool that can be used during development of infrastructure 

projects in North Central Texas. The REF consists of ten  Vital Ecosystem Information Layers focused 

on three central ecological parameters: Gree n Infrastructure, Water Considerations , and 

Ecosystem Value.  

A Watershed Approach ð An Ecosystem Approach  

The REF provides a foundation for using the watershed appro ach when considering the 

conservation and ecosystem -based priorities during development of infrastructure projects. A 

watershed is the area of land that drains to a common waterway, such as a stream, lake, estuary, 

wetland, aquifer, or the ocean. Protectin g water quality, reducing flooding, and reducing other 

risks is important to the overall quality of life for residents. Strategic conservation of important open 

spaces within our watersheds through a cooperative, watershed -based approach will help meet 

the se goals and protect, restore, and sustain vital ecosystems that provide recreational and 

mobility opportunities in communities.  

Watersheds also correspond well to what federal agencies and other organizations are doing to 

protect water resources and the environment. This approach is supported by agencies such as the 

US Environmental Protection Agency, US Fish and Wildlife Service, and the U S Army Corps of 

Engineers in efforts such as preventing pollution, protecting fish habitats, and/or protect ing  

wetlan ds. 

The Dallas-Fort Worth Metropolitan Planning Area is used as the defining geography as the 

development of the REF was initiated and defined originally for use in transportation planning and 

project development. There are 302 subwatersheds (HUC -123) in the Metropolitan Planning Area . 

Each subwatershed has a corresponding score for ten  Vital Ecosystem Information Layers (VEIL). 

The data processes used to determine the scores for each subwatershed are  described in the A 

Userõs Guide to a North Central Texas Regional Ecosystem Framework  published in 2011  and the 

corresponding update to the Userõs Guide published in 2014 . These reports can be viewed at 

www.nctcog.org/REF . 

It is critical to note that the REF scores and composite datasets are indicative of the quantity of a 

certain natural resource, not the quality of that resource.  While  the REF does not place a value on 

a resource (measure quality  of that resource), the qua ntity of a resource is important to consider 

when evaluating potential impacts, avoidance alternatives, and conservation opportunities. The 

REF subwatershed geography lends itself to a planning level indication of the relative importance 

(quantity) of a na tural resource with respect to other subwatersheds in the region. As shown in the 

conservation vision analysis for Loop 9, this provides opportunity to define important characteristics 

for each subwatershed that inform potential mitigation and conservation  opportunities suited to 

each subwatershed.  

Existing Conserva tion and Dedicated Areas in the  Loop 9 Area  

During the 2014 REF update, NCTCOG collected conservation data to develop a map that displays 

the existing conservation and dedicated areas in North C entral Texas. This map can be used to 

determine where dedicated lands such as parks, reserves, conservation easements, flood control 

infrastructure, historic, or cultural districts are located.  These existing conservation areas and 

dedicated lands provide opportunities to link environmental sensitive lands , identify partnerships, 

and apply innovative  approaches to avoiding, enhancing, or conserving complementary areas. 

This map is displayed as Figure 1.  

Future Conservation and Dedicated Areas in the Loop 9 Area  

During the 2014 REF update, NCTCOG collected data that depicts areas that are conservation 

priorities such as The Nature Conservancyõs Priority Conservation Areas, provide areas of high 

priority value such as nat ive prairies and upland forests, or future parks identified in local 

government future land use plans. The resultant map , Figure 2, displays potential future 

conservation opportunity areas in North Central Texas. This map can be used to determine where 

ded icated lands such as parks, reserves , conservation easements, flood plains, priority natural 

landscapes, and significant stream segments are located or could benefit from future conservation 

projects. When mapped with the existing conservation areas, the fu ture conservation areas provide 

additional information on where potential opportunities to leverage landscape linkages, identify 

partnerships, and apply ecosystem based approaches to avoiding, enhancing, or conserving 

complementary areas exist. 

 

                                                 
3 Hydrological Unit Code (HUC) is a watershed boundary classification. HUC -12 refers to the smallest geography boundary in the system.  
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Figure 1. North Central Texas Existing Dedicated Lands  
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Figure 2. North Central Texas Known Conservation Opportunities    
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