
 

DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY 
Permitting and Compliance Division 
Air Resources Management Bureau 

1520 East Sixth Avenue 
P.O. Box 200901, Helena, Montana 59620-0901 

(406) 444-3490, Fax (406) 444-1499 
 
 

FINAL ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT (EA) 
 
Issued For:  NorthWestern Energy 
  Main Line #3 
  40 East Broadway 
  Butte, Montana 59701 
 
Permit Number: 2997-08 
 
Preliminary Determination Issued:  June 23, 2008 
Department Decision Issued:  July 24, 2008 
Permit Final:  
 
1. Legal Description of Site:  Legal Description of Site: NWE – Main Line #3 station is located in 

Section 8, Township 20 North, Range 4 West, in Lewis and Clark County, Montana. 
 
2. Description of Project:  This permit is for the operation of a natural gas compressor station that 

supplies pressure to pipelines that distribute gas to markets in western Montana.  The current permit 
action would reduce the emission rates for the three existing 1,600 hp) Solar Saturn turbine-driven 
compressors to reflect the updated emission factors from AP-42 for stationary gas turbines, and the 
manufacturer’s guaranteed emission factors.  In addition a 1,600 hp Solar Saturn turbine-driven 
compressor that was previously permitted at NWE’s Big Sandy Compressor Station would be 
installed.  The proposed project would increase the total hours of operation of the three existing and 
one newly proposed Solar Saturn turbine-driven compressors at the facility from 15,000 hours during 
any rolling 12-month time period to 17,200 hours during any rolling 12-month time period.  With the 
new emission rates, the facility could operate at the additional hours per rolling 12-month time 
period and remain a Synthetic Minor source by staying below the Title V Operating Permit 
threshold.  The project would increase the total size of the combined miscellaneous building heaters 
from 0.96 million British thermal units per hour (MMBtu/hr) to 1.33 MMBtu/hr to accommodate the 
increased size of the building that will house the turbines. The increase in combined heater size 
would have a negligible increase in emissions and would be reflected in the emission inventory. 

 
3. Objectives of Project:  Continued business and revenue for the company by increasing the pressure 

of the received gas to approximately 1,000 psig. 
 
4. Alternatives Considered:  The “no-action” alternative would consist of not issuing the permit to 

NWE.  This alternative was considered, but dismissed, given that the proposed current permit action 
would maintain compliance with all applicable rules and regulations as required for permit issuance. 

 
5. A Listing of Mitigation, Stipulations, and Other Controls:  A list of enforceable conditions, including 

a BACT analysis, would be contained in Permit #2997-08. 
 
6. Regulatory Effects on Private Property:  The Department has considered alternatives to the 

conditions imposed by Permit #2997-08.  The Department has determined that the permit conditions 
are reasonably necessary to ensure compliance with applicable requirements and demonstrate 
compliance with those requirements and do not unduly restrict private property rights. 
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7. The following table summarizes the potential physical and biological effects of the proposed project 
on the human environment.  The “no-action” alternative was discussed previously. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Major 

 
Moderate 

 
Minor 

 
None 

 
Unknown 

 
Comments  
Included 

        
 A Terrestrial and Aquatic Life and Habitats   √   Yes 
 
 B 

 
Water Quality, Quantity, and Distribution 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

  
 

 
Yes 

 
 C 

 
Geology and Soil Quality, Stability, and Moisture 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
 D 

 
Vegetation Cover, Quantity, and Quality 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
 E 

 
Aesthetics 

 
 

 
 

  
√ 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
 F 

 
Air Quality 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
 G 

 
Unique Endangered, Fragile, or Limited 
Environmental Resource 

 
 

 
 

  
√ 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
 H 

 
Demands on Environmental Resource of Water, 
Air, and Energy 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
 I 

 
Historical and Archaeological Sites 

 
 

 
  √ 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
 J 

 
Cumulative and Secondary Impacts 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
SUMMARY OF COMMENTS ON POTENTIAL PHYSICAL AND BIOLOGICAL EFFECTS:  The 
following comments have been prepared by the Department. 
 

A. Terrestrial and Aquatic Life and Habitats  
B. Water Quality, Quantity, and Distribution 
C. Geology and Soil Quality, Stability, and Moisture 
D. Vegetation Cover, Quantity, and Quality 

 
The proposed project would result in minimal increases in emissions but the emissions would 
have only a minor impact on existing terrestrial, aquatic life, and habitats of the area; water 
quality, quantity and distribution; geology and soil quality, stability and moisture; and 
vegetation cover, quantity, and quality.  The proposed project would occur at an established 
compressor station facility.  The Department has determined that any impacts from emissions or 
deposition of pollutants would be minor due to dispersion characteristics of the pollutants, the 
atmosphere, and the conditions that would be placed in MAQP #2997-08. 

 
E. Aesthetics 

 
 There would be no additional impacts on aesthetics from the current permit action.  The site is 

an existing compressor station and the addition of the 1600-hp Solar Saturn turbine-driven 
compressor would not change the appearance of the facility, or surrounding area.  Therefore, no 
impacts from the project would be expected. 

 
F. Air Quality 

 
The installation of a 1600-hp Solar Saturn turbine-driven compressor would result in minor 
impacts on the air quality because in addition to the new turbine, the emission rates of all the 
turbines would be estimated more accurately resulting in lower emissions of all of the 1600-hp 
Solar Saturn compressors.  Therefore, the project would result in a minimal increase in 
pollutants being emitted.  Limitations provided in Permit #2997-08 would assure that the 
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emissions meet ambient standards and impacts from the implementation of the project would be 
minimal.  In addition, the compressor would be required to meet BACT and the project would 
comply with all applicable rules, regulations, and standards. 

 
G. Unique, Endangered, Fragile, or Limited Environmental Resources 

 
There would be no additional impacts on unique, endangered, fragile, or limited environmental 
resources from the current permit action.  The site is an existing compressor station and the 
installation and operation of a 1600-hp Solar Saturn turbine-driven compressor would result in 
a minimal increase in emissions. 

 
H. Demands on Environmental Resource of Water, Air, and Energy 

 
No additional demands on local water resources or energy would result from the proposed 
facility.  Demands on air resources would be minor due to slight increases of regulated air 
pollutants.  

 
I. Historical and Archaeological Sites 

 
No additional impacts on historical and archaeological sites would occur due to the current 
permit action.  The site is an existing compressor station and the installation and operation of 
the 1600-hp Solar Saturn turbine-driven compressor would occur within the boundaries of the 
compressor station property.  According to previous correspondence with the Montana 
Historical Society, there is low likelihood of adverse disturbance to any known archaeological 
or historic sites given the previous industrial disturbance within the given area. 

 
J. Cumulative and Secondary Impacts 

 
Overall, cumulative and secondary impacts from this project would result in minor physical and 
biological impacts to the immediate environment.  Air pollution from the facility would be 
controlled by Department determined BACT and conditions in Permit #2997-08.  The 
Department believes that the facility would be expected to operate in compliance with all 
applicable rules and regulations as outlined in Permit #2997-08.  
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8. The following table summarizes the potential social and economic effects of the proposed project on 
the human environment.   

 
   

Major 
 

Moderate 
 

Minor 
 

None 
 

Unknown 
 

Comments 
Included 

        
 
 A 

 
Social Structures and Mores 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
 B 

 
Cultural Uniqueness and Diversity 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
 C 

 
Local and State Tax Base and Tax Revenue 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
 D 

 
Agricultural or Industrial Production 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
  E 

 
Human Health 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
  F 

 
Access to and Quality of Recreational and Wilderness Activities 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
 G 

 
Quantity and Distribution of Employment 

 
 

 
 

 
 

√  
 

 
Yes 

 
 H 

 
Distribution of Population 

 
 

 
 

 
 

√  
 

 
Yes 

 
  I 

 
Demands for Government Services 

 
 

 
 

  
√ 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
  J 

 
Industrial and Commercial Activity 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
 K 

 
Locally Adopted Environmental Plans and Goals 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
  L 

 
Cumulative and Secondary Impacts 

 
 

 
 

 
√ 

 
 

 
 

 
Yes 

SUMMARY OF COMMENTS ON POTENTIAL SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC EFFECTS:  The 
following comments have been prepared by the Department: 
 

A. Social Structures and Mores 
 

The proposed project would not cause disruption to any native or traditional lifestyles or 
communities (social structures or mores) in the area because the proposed project is located at 
an existing compressor station in a remote area.  The proposed project would not change the 
predominant use of the surrounding area and the facility would be relatively small by industrial 
standards. 

 
B. Cultural Uniqueness and Diversity 

 
The cultural uniqueness and diversity of the area would remain unchanged from the proposed 
project (no impact) because the project would take place at an existing compressor station and 
the use of the area would remain the same.  The applicant and the SHPO both reported that 
there are no known cultural resources located on or near the property.  Therefore, the cultural 
uniqueness and diversity of the area would not be affected.  The proposed project would not 
change the predominant use of the surrounding area and the facility would be relatively small 
by industrial standards. 

 
C. Local and State Tax Base and Tax Revenue 

 
The proposed project would result in minor, if any, impacts to the local and state tax base and tax 
revenue because the proposed project would not require any new permanent employees to be hired. 
 In addition, only minor amounts of construction would be needed to complete the project. 
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D. Agricultural or Industrial Production 
 

The past land use of the area was predominantly agricultural and grazing.  However, the project 
would occur at an existing compressor station, and the increase in emissions will be minimal.  
Therefore, impacts to agricultural or industrial production would be minor.  

 
E. Human Health 

 
The proposed project would result in minor, if any, impacts to human health because of the 
relatively small quantity of potential emissions.  As explained in Section 7.F of this EA, 
deposition of pollutants would occur.  However, the Department determined that the proposed 
project would comply with all applicable air quality rules, regulations, and standards.  These 
rules, regulations, and standards are designed to protect human health.  Therefore, any impacts 
to human health would be minor. 

 
F. Access to and Quality of Recreational and Wilderness Activities 

 
The proposed project would result in minor, if any, impacts on access to recreational and 
wilderness activities.  The project would take place at an existing compressor station and would 
deny access to recreational and wilderness activities in the area. 

 
G. Quantity and Distribution of Employment 

 
The proposed project would not affect the quantity and distribution of employment because no 
permanent employees would be hired as a result of the proposed project.  However, temporary 
construction-related positions could result from this project.  Any impacts to the quantity and 
distribution of employment would be minor due to the relatively small size of the facility. 

 
H. Distribution of Population 

 
The proposed project would not affect distribution of population in the area because the facility 
would be located in a relatively remote location, at an existing compressor station.  The 
proposed project would not create any new permanent employment that would cause an 
increase or decrease in population.   

 
I. Demands for Government Services 

 
There would be minor impacts on demands of government services because additional time 
would be required by government agencies to issue MAQP #2997-08 and to monitor 
compliance with applicable rules and standards.  In addition, the roads in the area may realize a 
minor increase in vehicle traffic.  However, any impacts on government services to regulate 
would be minor due to the relatively small size of the operation.   

 
J. Industrial and Commercial Activity 

 
Only minor impacts would be expected from industrial and commercial activity because the 
proposed project is located in a remote location, and the compressor engine will occupy a small 
area.  There may be a slight increase in activity during installation of the compressor station, 
but this would only be temporary.  If any additional compressor engines are added and they 
have a PTE greater than 15 tons per year of any regulated air pollutant, then the Department 
would require a MAQP.  At that time, the Department would evaluate additional impacts to 
industrial and commercial activity for each proposed project.   
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K. Locally Adopted Environmental Plans and Goals 
 

The Department is not aware of any locally adopted environmental plans and goals affected by 
issuing MAQP #2997-08.  This permit would contain limits for protecting air quality and 
keeping facility emissions in compliance with any applicable ambient air quality standards.  
Because the project is small, any impacts from the facility would be minor. 

 
L. Cumulative and Secondary Impacts 
 

Overall, cumulative and secondary impacts from the proposed project would result in minor 
impacts to the economic and social aspects of the human environment in the immediate area.  
Due to the relatively small size of the project, industrial production, employment, and tax 
revenue (etc.) would not be significantly impacted by the proposed project.  The Department 
would not expect other industries to be impacted by the proposed project, and the Department 
would require that the facility operate in compliance with all applicable rules and regulations as 
outlined in MAQP #2997-08.  In addition, cumulative impacts may result from other companies 
actively drilling in the natural gas field, but the companies would likely apply for air quality 
permits for additional facilities.   

 
Recommendation:  An Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) is not required. 
 
If an EIS is not required, explain why the EA is an appropriate level of analysis:  The impacts resulting from 
this project are expected to be minor.  
 
Other groups or agencies contacted or which may have overlapping jurisdiction:  None 
 
Individuals or groups contributing to this EA:  Montana Department of Environmental Quality-Air Resources 
Management Bureau, Montana Historical Society 
 
EA prepared by:  Julie Merkel 
Date:  06/09/08 
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	1. Apiary Sites:  Prior to building of the gas pipeline, NWE shall coordinate between construction activities and the beehive operators.  It may be possible to relocate hives within the same apiary site, causing the hive to be situated in an area farther away from construction activities.  Beekeepers typically rotate bees between apiary sites.  Ideally, hives must be relocated to another registered apiary site during the period of pipeline construction.
	3. Topsoil Salvage:  Pipeline construction activities resulting in soil excavation must salvage the uppermost topsoil horizon(s) and stockpile the materials for reclamation coversoil after regrading.  At a minimum, topsoil salvage depth must include all horizons dominated by organic material or containing an accumulation of organic matter to a depth of 12 inches.
	4. Multiple Horizon Soil Salvage:  For agricultural lands, soil and salvage operations must include multiple horizons (i.e. topsoil and subsoil) salvaged separately and replaced sequentially to help mitigate the potential loss of soil productivity.
	5. Soil Compaction Minimization:  All salvaged coversoil must be respread over the regraded trench using tracked equipment to minimize soil compaction.
	7. Reseeding:  NWE shall include in the Weed Control Plan the provisions that all disturbed areas will be reseeded with site-adapted seed mixtures and adequate seed rates of pure live seed in the first appropriate season (Spring or Fall) after construction and at the landowners’ discretion.  Areas disturbed by the Project that supported native vegetation will be revegetated with native species.
	8. Temporary Cover of Disturbed Areas:  NWE shall reseed in the same year for all construction completed by August 31, or at landowners’ discretion.
	9. Minimize Vegetation Cleanup:  Existing vegetation may only be cleared from areas scheduled for immediate construction work and only for the width needed for active construction activities.
	10. Revegetation Reclamation:  NWE must monitor revegetated areas and implement remedial revegetation if necessary until reclamation is successful.
	11. Botanical Surveys:  NWE shall perform pre-construction botanical surveys (weed inventory) of staging yards, contractor yards, and other associated facilities and mitigate if noxious weeds are not controlled in reclaimed areas.
	13. NWE and Contractor Compliance:  NWE shall ensure contractors adhere to all mitigation measures.  NWE will provide an environmental inspector during pipeline construction.
	15. Big Game Avoidance:  NWE shall consult with Fish, Wildlife, and Parks (FWP) to develop timing restrictions to avoid constructing in big game winter range during critical periods.
	DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY

	Other groups or agencies contacted or which may have overlapping jurisdiction:  None



